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ABSTRACT 
COMPUTER SHOP GIRLS: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF GENDERED 
POSITIONINGS IN A VOCATIONAL HIGH SCHOOL 
SEPTEMBER 1998 
LESLIE A. SHAW, B.A. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
M.ED., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
M.A., ENGLISH, MIDDLEBURY COLLEGE OXFORD 
Ed.D. , UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Judith Solsken 
This dissertation, based on an ethnographic study, 
seeks to identify and understand the gendered subject 
positionings of six working class girls enrolled in the 
Computer Shop of a rural vocational high school in the 
Northeastern United States. Since local law and Federal law 
clearly state that no person can be discriminated against in 
either schooling or employment, a continued lack of gender 
balance within the trades is puzzling to parents, educators, 
and researchers. This study contributes to a paucity of 
research focused upon gender and vocational education. 
Theoretical perspectives of feminist poststructuralism 
informed the collection, analysis, and reporting of data for 
this study. Data for this study included structured 
ethnographic interviews, feminist poststructuralist analysis 
of salient texts, and four school terms of participant 
v 
observation. Analysis of the interrelatedness of these 
discrete strands of data yielded multiple, often 
contradictory, layers of gendered subject positionings. 
Discourses related to gendered positionings in personal 
relationships and schooling/career were fundamental. 
Feminine discourses related to nurturing were primary in 
analyzed texts. In the girls' lives, caring for others 
competed with schooling. Most of the girls worked long 
hours in minimum wage jobs and skipped school to meet the 
needs of boyfriends and children. For some of the girls, 
pervasive discourses of beauty meant a battle with anorexia. 
Discourses of heterosexual romance imbued the girls' textual 
preferences. In ways befitting characters in the soap 
operas, books, and films they loved, the girls commonly 
jeopardized their safety to find and keep boyfriends. 
At school, the girls navigated an environment that 
privileged boys and men through gendered shop selections, 
sexist texts, and male authority. Excessive regulatory 
practices contributed to three of the girls not graduating 
with her class. Understanding the multiple subjectivities 
of adolescent girls challenges educators and researchers to 
move beyond simplistic solutions in equity issues. Through 
multi-layered research, the impacts and synergy of gendered 
discourses become visible, and thus subject to interruption. 
vi 
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CHAPTER I 
THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM 
"Ah, I've had probation and stuff in the past. A lot of 
things were going on that were just crazy." (Virginia, 15 
years old) 
"Yeah, ah, he got her pregnant while he was going out with 
me." (Susan, 17 about Virginia, 15 and Susan's ex¬ 
boyfriend) 
"It's your turn next [to have a baby]." (Virginia, 15 to 
Paula, 15 at Virginia's baby shower) 
"And I was supposed to work until 8:00 Tuesday, but I kinda 
worked late and was supposed to put Morgan into bed at 8:00, 
but they asked me to stay late and I had to, and then, when 
I'm not workin' I'm baby sittin'. I try to do homework and 
writing there. It's impossible 'cause my papers just go 
[ripping sound]." (Emily, 17) 
"I don't want to do computers; I want to cook and own a 
restaurant. My parents want me in computers 'cause they 
think it's the way of the future." (Cathy, 17) 
The voices of these girls enrolled in a male dominant 
vocational high school reflect their daily struggle with 
their roles and capacity to act on their own behalf. 
Schooling, home, and career decisions are tough for these 
working class girls enrolled in the Computer Shop. Too 
often they find themselves in contradictory positions and 
make decisions that block and/or impede their stated 
educational and career goals. Ways to be feminine bombard 
them from media, education, religion, health care, the court 
systems, as well as from those they love and/or care about 
1 
pleasing—boyfriends, parents, teachers, guidance 
counselors, siblings and peers. The girls' gendered roles 
are conflicting at times and at other times overwhelmingly 
reinforced in potent, synergistic ways. 
Background to the Study 
Gender and class oppression are still major problems in 
Western European culture (Brewster, 1992; Gilbert and 
Taylor, 1991; McDonald, 1981; Walkerdine, 1990). The 
patriarchal frames of contemporary educational institutions 
validate and on many levels support and replicate 
marginalization, subordination, and/or exclusion of certain 
groups such as girls and women. This continued favoring of 
white upper class boys and men is replicated as white, upper 
class males access and maintain positions of power to the 
marginalization, subordination, and/or exclusion of "Others" 
such as women and girls. 
During adolescence, many young women learn that it is 
no longer cute to be a "tomboy," and instead of 
competitively pursuing their own interests and moving 
towards expanding their agency, many young girls participate 
in society in ways that fit into a culture that is highly 
prescriptive about what it means to be feminine (Davies, 
1993; Gilligan, 1982; Sadker and Sadker, 1994; Walkerdine, 
1990). Ideals of feminine beauty, roles in their personal 
2 
lives, and appropriate schooling and careers for girls 
impact and, at times, diminish and/or curtail their stated 
intentions. Becoming an attractive female in this society 
often involves a set of roles that endanger health and 
security. 
I have longstanding concern, and often fear, about 
many of the decisions I have seen some of my most competent 
female students make. These girls' decisions often directly 
or indirectly restrict their stated goals in life. 
Regardless of academic competence, the girls' working class 
backgrounds and gender seem to impact their schooling and 
career decisions in ways that often preclude their desired 
successes. Expectations around gender and class relate to 
myriad aspects of their lives—having children, dropping out 
of school, and choosing less lucrative career paths than 
they are desirous and/or capable of accomplishing. 
Decisions contradicting their goals often take precedence 
over decisions leading to a commonly stated desire of 
building a solid career and being part of safe, rewarding 
personal relationships. 
The six girls in my study grappled with conflicting 
messages, roles, and desires. Their struggles were many and 
multilayered. How do I stay out of the probation system 
without family support? How do I deal with friends who 
3 
betray me in ways and styles befitting General Hospital? 
How do I get and keep a boyfriend? Do I even need or want a 
boyfriend? How do I deal with peer pressure to have 
children in my teens? Should I go to school or care for my 
family? Should I do homework that is only going to get 
trashed before it gets out the door? Should I stay in 
school? How do I make the life that I desire? How do I 
figure out what kind of life I DO desire? What influences 
capable girls' positioning of themselves and/or being 
positioned by others in such contradictory personal and 
schooling participations? 
Statement of the Problem 
There are extensive studies focused upon gender. 
Working class high school girls and their schooling are 
rarely a specific focus. Some studies investigate 
inequities related to gender by primarily describing and 
analyzing discrete classroom events (AAUW, 1989; Brewster, 
1992; Kramarae and Treichler, 1990; Payne, 1986). Other 
studies focus primarily upon gendered messages in texts 
(Kleinfield, and Yerian, 1995; Kolbenschlag, 1979; Sadker 
and Sadker, 1994). Still other studies have begun to 
scrutinize media texts and the gendered discourses of MTV, 
soap operas, and films (Bryson and De Castell, 1995; 
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Giroux, 1994; Schultze et al, 1991; Shaw, 1990) . These 
studies are essential to an understanding of gendered 
subject positions. 
The most comprehensive studies and research frames 
investigate and report facets of gendered positionings on 
myriad levels. They seek deeper understanding through 
poststructuralist frames that identify and interrelate 
subject positionings and their constructions through 
discourses. Texts and contexts are still important in 
poststructuralist frames; however, relationships among 
institutional powers and powerful cultural discourses are 
also major foci (Cherland, 1994; Christian-Smith, 1993; 
Davies, 1993; Gilbert, 1991; Solsken, 1993; Walkerdine, 
1990). Research based upon feminist poststructuralist 
theories and methods supports multi-leveled investigations 
that are able to identify interrelatedness among 
individuals, their connections with powerful cultural texts, 
and their participations in institutional contexts. Using 
such feminist poststructuralist frames, this dissertation 
study seeks to increase understanding of six girls' 
schooling. The design of the research explicitly 
investigates three primary areas related to the girls' 
schooling. 
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The following three questions form the core of this 
study: 
QUESTION 1: WHAT ARE SOME OF THE SALIENT SUBJECT 
POSITIONINGS FOR EACH OF THE SIX GIRLS IN THE STUDY, AND HOW 
DO THEY RELATE TO/IMPINGE UPON THEIR STATED CAREER A FAMILY 
GOALS? 
In the first part of this investigation, I identify 
some of the gendered subject positionings of my 
participants. I look for ways that each girl positions 
herself and is positioned by others. Stated beliefs and 
decisions gleaned from structured in-depth ethnographic 
interviews, written compositions, and other conversations 
with the six girls selected from a Computer Shop form the 
first corpus of data for this study. From interviews and 
other interactions with the girls, I construct biographical 
sketches of each of them. 
Of particular interest will be their decisions and 
beliefs around ideals of being feminine, their personal 
relationships with others, and their schooling/career 
decisions and dreams. During the interview, each girl was 
invited to talk about her life and schooling. In each 
interview, I focused upon schooling decisions, their 
assessments of past and present schooling, and present and 
future goals of their schooling. I use these data to 
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construct written snapshots of salient subject positionings 
of each of the six girls. 
QUESTION 2: WHAT GENDERED DISCOURSES ARE APPARENT IN SOME 
OF THE TEXTS IMPORTANT TO THE GIRLS, AND HOW MIGHT THESE 
DISCOURSES RELATE TO THE GIRLS' SUBJECT POSITIONINGS? 
The second question of this study focuses upon gendered 
discourses within selected texts. I selected for 
investigation titles and authors deemed as enjoyable by a 
number of my respondents, as well as texts required for 
instruction in this particular vocational high school. In 
order to identify both explicit and implicit gendered 
messages in aesthetic texts, I focused upon texts that are 
enthusiastically stated as enjoyable by one or more of my 
informants. I use feminist poststructuralist analysis to 
discuss each selected text. I highlight gendered subject 
positionings of characters and analyze illustrations, 
vocabulary, grammar, graphics, and intertexual attributes of 
each text. 
Once gendered discourses in the texts are discussed, I 
relate the commonalities and contradictions to the lives of 
the girls in this study. Ways that actual participations 
mirror textual findings are telling. Resistance to textual 
positionings is equally telling. It is in textual 
resistance to prescriptive roles that seeds of change may 
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reside. That is not to deny the power influential textual 
images have over their respondents, but to identify 
potential sites of change leading to more equitable gender 
identities in both text and life. 
QUESTION 3: WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL AND INTERACTIONAL 
CONTEXTS, WHAT GENDERED DISCOURSES ARE RELEVANT TO THE 
GIRLS' SUBJECT POSITIONS? 
Gendered discourses around schooling in general and in 
this school in particular relate to the possible subject 
positionings for each participant. How might such schooling 
and institutional discourses relate to gendered subject 
positionings and agency of the girls? In the third focus of 
this study, I explore contexts of the girls' lives that are 
related to schooling. I investigate and analyze ways 
participants are institutionally situated by gender at this 
vocational school. This analysis is based on data from long 
term participant observations and quantitative statistics 
highlighting the gendered participations within this 
vocational school. 
Design of the Study 
This dissertation is based on an ethnographic study. 
Ethnographic methodology allows for an integrated 
description and analysis of several strands and types of 
data in the inquiry. Systematic participant observation was 
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used as a research tool; I took extensive field notes in two 
shop related settings. Ethnographic interviews of key 
participants provided another lens. Through structured 
interviews of six girls currently enrolled in this shop, 
participant observations, textual analysis, informal 
conversations with key informants, and questionnaires 
completed by shop instructors, I formed large, multi-faceted 
data bases. Although these strands of data are 
theoretically distinguishable, they are essentially 
inseparable. Interpretations of textual messages are always 
responded to within cultural contexts that are embedded 
within societal institutions such as family, media, 
education, government, religion, health care systems and 
penal systems. 
Ethnographic research methods support analysis that 
explicates and shares findings through "thick description" 
(Geertz, 1973) of data. My data is best described using 
ethnographic approaches that "unpack" meanings of seemingly 
simple observations. The design of this study searches and 
researches observations to make sense of some of the 
gendered positionings of the girls in this study (Coffy and 
Atkinson, 1996; Ely et al. 1991; Maxwell, 1996). My 
ethnographic analysis is primarily based on Spradley's 
(1980) work. I search for parts of cultural interactions 
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important to the six girls, identify and contextualize 
patterns of relations among those parts, and interpret the 
cultural significance of these relationships within powerful 
discourses. I report my findings through biographical 
sketches, instructional and textual analysis, and analysis 
of interviews in order to communicate findings and 
implications from such wide data bases (Peacock, 1986; 
VanMaanen, 1988). 
Scope and Limitations of the Study 
The first limitation of this study reflects the nature 
of qualitative research: a lack of generalizability is 
acknowledged. Some of the findings provide useful 
information about girls in general and working class girls 
in particular, texts of instruction and enjoyment and media 
impacts related to technical education; however, the 
results as a whole cannot be generalized to this vocational 
school or other high school student populations. This study 
explores the nature of the gendered positionings of 
particular girls in a particular setting. 
Since this study focuses upon one small area of a large 
school district, the patterns of relations are primarily 
indicative of only this one high school functioning within 
larger, local institutional frames of educational 
possibilities for these girls. For example, the positioning 
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of the girls is related not only to this vocational school, 
but to the area schools which direct certain types of 
students into vocational rather than comprehensive education 
for high school. Although this may be a key factor in lack 
of successful schooling, this study does not specifically 
examine the dynamics by which the local schools in this area 
overtly and covertly direct students who have experienced 
past failures and/or discipline problems to vocational 
schools. 
Schools function in a symbiotic fashion with other 
institutions that are also hierarchically and patriarchally 
framed. The topdown nature of interactions within most 
schools operates in ways that position youths for future 
(mostly subordinate) participations in other social 
structures such as government, religion, media, penal and 
legal institutions, health care, families, corporate and 
business structures, and higher education. Within and 
across institutions, the positions of power at the top are 
supported by the underlying work, service, and allegiances 
of certain groups traditionally positioned in lower 
echelons. 
This study is limited in the number of institutional 
facets specifically examined. This study primarily relates 
findings around the major institutions of family, media 
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(including the texts in this study), and education. It is 
beyond the scope of this particular study to do more than 
mention religion, legal institutions, health care, and 
business structures important to each girls' subject 
positions and agency. One of our culture's newest 
institutions, the Internet, is also only cursorily 
mentioned; the functions and powers of this institution are 
evolving daily. Larger studies incorporating more micro as 
well as macro data of inter-institutional and intra- 
institutional functioning would no doubt yield expanded 
patterns of gendered participation across structures. 
The initial participant observation component of this 
study covered three terms of ninth grade exploratory shop 
instruction. During ninth grade Exploratory, incoming 
students have an opportunity to try out different shops. 
There are thirteen shops in this particular vocational high 
school: Welding, Carpentry, Electrical, Machine Trades, 
Landscaping, Culinary Arts, Cosmetology, Computer Shop, 
Community Services, Auto Body, Auto Mechanics, and Business. 
At the time of this study, students rotated for a few days 
through all the shops and then they tried three shops for a 
longer time during a period called Exploratory. It was 
vital to a shop teacher's continued employment to recruit a 
number of "good" students for his/her program, and much of 
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this recruitment happens during Exploratory. The second 
participant observation is in a required eleventh grade 
class on ethics. This class meets during shop week first 
thing in the morning for two days a week for an entire fall 
term. Further longitudinal data would have provided 
expanded patterns of the long-term events within both of 
these contexts of instruction. 
In-depth interviews are with four tenth grade and two 
eleventh grade girls. Other limitations of the study 
include the lack of time and resources to interview other 
key participants such as peers, parents and grandparents, 
school staff, and school committee members who make 
decisions that they may or may not realize have dramatic 
implications for working class children. 
The study also has two unforeseeable limitations. A 
major participant, and most valuable informant, a teacher in 
the data processing component for the last twelve years, was 
hired as a guidance counselor and gave up his shop position. 
For this reason the study is limited to only two areas of 
the shop, and only two shop teachers and the aide in the 
shop. A second unforeseeable limitation involves a term 
away from my research site for family health reasons. Since 
I was able to observe each of the girls in one of these two 
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shop-related contexts for a significant time, the disruption 
had minimal impact upon my study. 
I feel that my role as a veteran teacher in this school 
allowed and supported the depths of sharing and trust I 
experienced with my informants. The role of trusted, 
guiding adult is a part of my teacher persona. I feel that 
upon at least two occasions during my field work, I may have 
inadvertently supplied direction in some of my questioning 
rather than sustaining my role as a researcher and remaining 
neutrally receptive to what participants said. When 15 year 
old Virginia (a very gifted student) told me that she was 
going to drop out of school, I’m sure my responses both 
verbally and non-verbally relayed the message that dropping 
out of school was not in her best interest. Another example 
of this may be when Paula returned the year after my 
fieldwork and announced that she was now participating in 
the Installation and Repair section of the Computer Shop. 
Could my question about why she decided upon Word Processing 
(to run her company and have six kids) over the more 
lucrative Installation and Repair have influenced her 
schooling decisions? It was certainly my intent to describe 
positionings rather than influence any of the girls' 
decisions, but it is inevitable that a researcher who is 
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also the teacher will have some impact on decisions and 
behaviors of participants. 
Finally, this study grew out of my personal frames of 
reference and observations. I am a working class woman; my 
inquiry is personally as well as professionally motivated. 
I wanted to learn more about why competent working class 
girls participate in risky personal relationships, become 
pregnant, and/or do poorly in, or even drop out of, school. 
I openly acknowledge that another researcher might have 
collected data in different ways and with different foci. 
He/she may also have drawn different conclusions and 
selected other findings to report that would have led to 
different interpretations of the data collected. I, as any 
researcher, balance limited time and resources. Every 
effort has been made to at least partially compensate for 
the element of researcher bias through the abundance and 
breadth of data for this study. I consistently checked with 
my informants about my interpretations from their interviews 
and from my observations. I had responses from at least 
three outside readers who are also engaged in feminist work 
around working class women. Other readers supplying 
responses to my work included the chair and committee 
members supporting this dissertation. 
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Again, it is recognized that the findings and 
explications in this study will be unique to these six young 
women historically situated within this particular 
vocational high school and will not be generalizable. It 
is my hope that the findings and questions generated by this 
study will lead to further research and critical 
pedagogy that support all women, and in particular working 
class women, in their schooling and lives. 
Significance of the Study 
This study contributes to educational research and 
understanding around schooling participations of working 
class girls. There are few and often very limited studies 
exploring the education of vocational students, especially 
young women. In particular, the interests and needs of 
working class girls have never been an important focus of 
educational research. The teen pregnancy rate, the large 
number of drop outs and of students graduating with minimal 
skills (leading to no job or one with poor pay) all demand 
the attention of social service agencies and educators. The 
interrelatedness of textual positionings and institutional 
participatory structures, especially schooling, serve to 
construct and/or support gendered subject positionings that 
continue to marginalize, subordinate, and/or eliminate 
equitable societal participations of women. Understandings 
16 
gleaned from this study expand theory and research around 
high school education of girls, particularly working class 
girls. 
Chapter Summary 
This study is framed to understand some of the subject 
positionings and relevant gendered discourses related to the 
lives of six girls. At the time of this study, each of the 
girls was enrolled in a Computer Shop setting which at least 
theoretically offered tremendous educational and career 
possibilities for all of its students. The main focus of 
this work was to describe and strive to understand some of 
the important decisions these young women had made or were 
in the process of making. I was interested in past, 
present, and projected subject positionings, particularly 
those related to gender and class. Using feminist 
poststructuralist frames, I analyzed texts in relation to 
gendered subject positionings and the agency of 
participants. Through ethnographic interviewing, analysis 
of texts, and descriptions of multilayered schooling 
contexts, I examined gendered discourses that positioned the 
girls. 
This dissertation presents facets and implications of 
the study as follows. In Chapter II, I discuss related 
theory and research. I summarize and review theory and 
17 
research in three areas: 1.) Feminist poststructuralist 
theories and relevant research, 2.) Theoretical frameworks 
and related studies of the roles of text and reading in 
constituting gendered discourses and subject positionings, 
and 3.) Roles of institutional and interactional contexts in 
constituting gendered discourses and subject positionings. 
A description of methods and procedures used to complete the 
study is found in Chapter III. In Chapter IV, I construct 
biographical sketches of the six girls who are my primary 
informants and relate some of their subject positions to 
salient discourses. Analysis of selected texts including 
the ethics textbook, narratives identified by the girls as 
important to them, and computer games and the relationships 
of findings to the subject positionings of the participants 
in my study are the content of Chapter V. In Chapter VI, I 
describe two shop contexts of instruction and their 
embeddedness within the larger contexts of the school and 
the potential impacts upon participants. Chapter VII 
includes a discussion of the major findings of this study 
and implications for education and for further research. 
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CHAPTER II 
LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
In this chapter, I selectively review the theoretical 
frameworks and findings of related studies that precipitate 
and inform this study of the gendered subject positions of 
six girls in the Computer Shop of a rural vocational high 
school. Three major strands form the divisions of this 
Review of Literature. I begin with a summary and review of 
feminist poststructuralist theories of discourse and 
subjectivity and related research. I continue with a review 
of theoretical frameworks and related studies of the roles 
of texts and reading in constituting gendered discourses and 
subject positions. My final section is a discussion of 
related theory and research around the roles of 
institutional (particularly schooling) and interactional 
contexts in constituting gendered discourses and subject 
positions. 
Feminist Poststructuralist Theories 
of Discourse and Subjectivity 
Feminist poststructuralist frames shift traditional 
theory and research in both overt and subtle ways. Feminist 
poststructuralist inquiry moves from research that attempts 
to control variables and study subjects to descriptive and 
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analytic research dependent upon informants in their natural 
settings. In feminist poststructuralist research the agenda 
focuses upon investigating inequitable cultural positionings 
through discourses articulated and functioning within and 
across subject positionings, texts, and contexts. 
Specifically feminist research is concerned with girls and 
women and ways they are systematically marginalized, 
subordinated, and/or excluded in equitable participations in 
contemporary culture. That is not to say that other 
variables such as class, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, 
etc. are not relevant, but issues of gender are the 
predominant focus of this work. 
Building upon Foucault (1977) and feminist 
poststructuralist work (Davies, 1993; Lacan, 1977; 
Walkerdine, 1990; Weedon, 1993), new terms to describe and 
analyze human participations evolved. These terms are more 
than just renaming. They allow both researchers and 
practitioners new ways to focus upon and discuss practices 
that culturally position girls and women. Throughout this 
dissertation, I use the terms knowledge, discourse, 
subjectivity, subjectification, positioning, patterns of 
relations, and practices in the spirit of the meanings 
described below. Several theorists/researchers help to 
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refine the above terms in ways that are useful to other 
researchers as well as practitioners. 
Basic underpinnings of feminist poststructuralist 
theory result from theories and research about constructions 
of knowledge and truth postulated predominantly by Foucault 
(1977) and Lacan (1977). Language events are seen as 
constituting thought rather than reflecting thought. Past 
concepts attempting to define knowledge and truth depicted 
"knowledge" and "truth" as static and knowable concepts 
outside of human experience; truth and knowledge were viewed 
by those with the desire and leisure to wonder as more or 
less static, universal, and waiting be discovered. 
Foucault (1977) effectively describes ways that 
knowledge is constructed through human interactions and 
events within institutional frames of power. Through his 
research in institutions, Foucault effectively challenges 
many aspects of "common sense" and "natural or normal" 
behavior. Normal is described by Foucault as resultant from 
institutional strictures that support and reproduce 
culturally learned beliefs and behaviors that tend to 
privilege upper class white males. Constructions of power 
from Foucauldian frames entail privileging of certain 
knowledges while marginalizing, subordinating, and/or 
excluding others. Foucault (1977), through his studies of 
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the panoptic nature of institutions, argues that both 
knowledge and "truth" are constructed through relationships 
of power that have traditionally been patriarchal, 
hierarchical, and continue to exclude certain "knowledges" 
and "truths." Foucault's broad social and political visions 
based upon his research about prisons, schools, hospitals, 
and other forms of organized life, provide a theoretical 
basis for research such as mine focusing on traditionally 
marginalized groups such as working class women. 
Lacan (1977), another poststructuralist theorist, is 
also concerned with constructions of truth and knowledge. 
In one important aspect of his work, he recognizes and 
describes the limitations of thought and knowledge 
constructed from a language and culture based upon dyadic 
oppositions, gender being the initial dyad of male/female. 
Dyads supporting contemporary thought frame much of Western 
European thought in pairs where one part is 
dominant/superior and the other part is subordinate/less 
important. In addition to male/female, binaries such as 
white/black, first/last, straight/gay, rich/poor, thin/fat, 
win/lose, boss/employee, right/wrong, and 
literate/illiterate currently dominate the thinking and 
relationships within many of our interactions and 
institutions. Such construction of binary opposition 
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supports limited options and/or inequitable power 
arrangements. Alternative thinking and expanded problem 
solving strategies are precluded when only two choices are 
considered viable. For example, gendered discourses 
position girls through binary constructions such as marriage 
or career, smart or dumb, beautiful or ugly, etc. 
The theories of Foucault (1977, 1979) and Lacan (1977) 
related to the constructions of knowledge through 
institutional power and the limitations of binary thought 
support ways to frame, investigate, and analyze important 
equity issues. The continued marginalization and 
replication of subordinate groups through patriarchal 
constructions of knowledge and power, disturbing aspects of 
"common sense," and either/or thinking in relation to 
pedagogical frames are integral to investigating my research 
questions. Poststructuralist theories provide a way to 
investigate and potentially disrupt inequitable power 
structures. 
Discourses support participations within cultural 
structures and interactions. Gee (1990) articulates a 
straightforward definition of discourse. 
A Discourse is a socially acceptable association among 
ways of using language, of thinking, feeling, 
believing, valuing, and of acting that can be used to 
identify oneself as a member of a socially meaningful 
group or 'social network', or to signal (that one is 
playing) a socially meaningful 'role'(p. 143). 
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Powerful cultural discourses reflect institutional 
texts and contexts. The interrelatedness and synergy of 
discourses within and across institutional participations 
are vital concepts in poststructuralist theory and research. 
Through discourses, participants position themselves and/or 
are positioned by powerful others into subject positionings 
based upon gender, class, race, age, ability, health, etc. 
Fairclough (1995) provides a way to think about discourses 
in non-static terms and in relation to cultural 
positionings. He states, "Any discursive 'event' (i.e. any 
instance of discourse) is seen as being simultaneously a 
piece of text, an instance of discursive practice, and an 
instance of social practice" (p. 4). That is, discourses 
essentially regulate institutional interactions through 
social practices. That is not to say privileged discourses 
are never resisted; however, dominant discourses are 
institutionally secure and in most instances formidable to 
challenge by individuals. 
Other theorists and researchers add to this notion of 
discourse as practice. Davies and Harre (1991) use 
discourse to describe "ways in which people are constituted 
and constitute themselves as people and as particular kinds 
of people in that talk" (p. 4). They further state that 
discourses, "refer to the way in which particular ways of 
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speaking have been institutionalized, have taken on a life 
of their own, have in fact, become constitutive of people 
and their actions" (p. 4). That is, discourses function to 
not only define culturally expected behavior, but to 
construct and control "appropriate" individual positionings. 
Gendered subject positionings are not the result of one 
easily identifiable (and thus modifiable) discourse; subject 
positionings result from gendered discourses gleaned from 
numerous cultural interactions, interrelated and 
interconnected texts and contexts sharing similar texts and 
structures of participation. The notion of intertextuality 
coined by Julia Kristeva in the late 60's is built upon 
Bakhtin's (1976) hypothesis that text is always an addition 
to existing "chains of speech" introducing and supporting 
meaningful communications and cultural possibilities. 
Discourses available to any individual can be both limited 
and/or competitive depending upon the participant's moment 
of being. No discourse is discrete, but is intertextually 
related to at least some other available discourses. At any 
given moment, two or more available discourses may collude, 
overlap, compete, contradict, or be relatively 
inconsequential. Discourses achieve powerful synergy when 
they are constituted, shared, and reproduced in contexts of 
influence and power. 
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Subjectivity of individuals that acknowledges multiple 
"identities" is inherently related to cultural discourses. 
This definition of subjectivity mirrors Davies (1993) 
explication of the term; she describes subjectivity in 
contrast to a more fixed and static notion of identity. 
"Unlike identity, subjectivity is not a semi-fixed essence 
. . . but is constantly achieved through relations with 
others (both real and imagined) which are themselves made 
possible through discourse" (pp. 9-10). This use of 
subjectivity allows me to describe the girls' subject 
positions in ways that identify discrepancies and 
contradictions about the various subject positions of my 
informants that cannot be summed up into a unified 
"identity." 
Subjectification, another relevant poststructuralist 
term, supports theorists' and researchers' uses of language 
to identify and to discuss the ways participants are shaped 
by external forces. Again Davies (1993) describes this term 
in accessible words. She summarizes. 
Poststructuralist theory argues that people are not 
socialised into the social world, but that they go 
through a process of subjectification. In 
socialization theory, the focus is on the process of 
shaping the individual that is undertaken by others. 
In poststructuralist theory the focus is on the way 
each person actively takes up discourses through which 
they and others speak/write the world into existence as 
if they were their own (p. 13). 
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The ways that the girls in my study ignored, resisted and/or 
actively took up gendered discourses are critical to 
beginning to understand their lives. 
Ways that individual experience relates directly to 
gendered subjectivities are defined by Weedon (1993) as 
follows: 
'Subjectivity' is used to refer to the conscious and 
unconscious thoughts and emotions of the individual. 
Her sense of herself and her ways of understanding the 
world. Humanist discourses presuppose an essence at 
the heart of the individual which is unique, fixed 
and coherent and which makes her what she is. 
The nature of this essence varies between forms of 
Humanist discourse. It may be the unified rational 
consciousness of liberal political philosophy, the 
essence of womanhood at the heart of much radical- 
feminist discourse or the true human nature, 
alienated by capitalism, which is the focus of 
humanist Marxism. Against this irreducible humanist 
essence of subjectivity, poststructuralism proposes a 
subjectivity which is precarious, contradictory and in 
process, constantly being reconstituted in discourse 
each time we think or speak (pp. 32-3). 
Weedon's definition is extremely useful in investigating and 
describing gendered subject positionings. The ways that 
individual girls make sense of and understand their worlds 
vary from and even within positions. For example, a sense 
and understanding of "good" student is very different from a 
sense and understanding of "good" mother. These two 
subjectivities may contradict and compete within the same 
individual. Gendered subjectivities of girls and women can 
be further identified in positionings and cultural 
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expectations around daughter, sister, aunt, friend, 
employee, religious participant, etc. As described by 
Weedon, such emotional and cognitive demands upon a person 
are often "precarious, contradictory, and in process." 
Positioning, a term commonly used in poststructuralist 
contexts, is well explained by Davies and Harre (1991). 
They emphasize that subject positionings are multiple and 
mutable. They describe positioning in relation to past 
notions of roles. 
In role theory the person is always separable from the 
various roles that they take up; any particular 
conversation is understood in terms of someone taking 
on a certain role...With positioning, the focus is on 
the way in which the discursive practices constitute 
the speakers and hearers in certain ways and yet at the 
same time it is a source through which speakers and 
hearers can negotiate new positions (p.31). 
This notion of "mutually constitutive" interactions provides 
venues for change that underpin feminist poststructuralist 
work such as my study. 
The ways that individuals are placed into subject 
positions and experience subjectivities are derived from and 
support complex systems of intertextuality. Intertexuality 
around gendered expectations is expansive, powerful, and 
entrenched within major institutions; it is extremely 
onerous for individuals to resist. Butler (1990) sums up 
the complexity involved in constructions of gender: 
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The very injunction to be a given gender produces 
necessary failures, a variety of incoherent 
configurations that in their multiplicity exceed and 
defy the injunction by which they are generated. 
Further, the very injunction to be a given gender takes 
place through discursive routes: to be a good mother, 
to be a heterosexually desirable object, to be a fit 
worker, in sum, to signify a multiplicity of guarantees 
in response to a variety of different demands all at 
once (p. 145). 
Butler's points are well taken regarding the multiplicity 
and complexity of positionings involved in becoming a 
gendered subject in contemporary society. Gendered 
positionings through discursive routes include family 
participations, gendered ways to be in romantic 
relationships, cultural ideals of attractive feminine 
beauty, and gender appropriate schooling and jobs. Such 
positionings are at the crux of my inquiry. 
That is not to say that only one discursive practice is 
available to any young woman at any given point, but that 
the powerful, prescriptive nature of prevalent dominant 
discourses can support abusive personal relationships, early 
parenting, detrimental (and sometimes deadly) focus upon 
weight and other physically impairing aspects of "beauty," 
and limited and/or unrealistic schooling and/or career 
considerations. Competing discourses (some not yet 
imaginable) may effectively challenge current positionings 
of girls and women and work to challenge and change 
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dangerous and/or subordinating positions of women and 
children. 
Significant social change supporting girls and women 
is, however, not easily conceived of and/or wrought. Such 
change is not a simple "choice." Spender (1992) articulates 
the power of critical gendered positionings around the modes 
of participation culturally available for girls and women: 
Boys do all the interesting things while girls when 
they are not doing household chores, are just filling 
the background ... Boys begin to extend their horizons, 
to grow in self-esteem. They (girls) have been 
persuaded to distort their own being in order to be 
consistent with the distortions which surround them. 
There has been little choice in the matter (p. 27). 
Spender's work is important because it effectively 
challenges the notion of choice. She explicitly points out 
the power of gendered positionings which function to keep 
women and girls in subordinate, supporting positions that 
support public self-esteem activities for boys and private 
background passivities for girls. 
Other theorists acknowledge the power of contemporary 
gendered discourses, but focus upon gendered positionings 
that are commonly based in dyadic choices between the 
adventurous roles attractively packaged for boys versus 
feminine roles of connecting with and supporting others 
through self sacrifice. Such dyads frame painful and 
difficult decisions--in fiction, in school, and in life 
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(Gilbert, 1988; Walkerdine, 1992). With the masculine 
positionings emphasized and positioned as the attractive 
half of dyadic choices, most girls are in a bind when 
expected to take a back seat. 
Another critical feminist poststructuralist frame that 
drives this study relates to traditional uses of the term 
categories, which connote static, easily divisible 
relationships. Connell (1982) uses "patterns of relations" 
to identify and discuss constructions that are in process. 
He talks about class and gender not as categories in which 
people are inertly located, but as complex patterns of 
relations which "like heavily traveled roads are constantly 
under construction; getting organized, divided, broken down, 
remade" (p. 33). Patterns of relations are important to 
studies such as mine which focus upon adolescent working 
class girls. Their gendered paths are rarely linear. In 
addition, the concept of "patterns of relations" supports 
viable places of reform potentially leading to more 
equitable power relations. 
Roles of Texts and Reading in Constituting Gendered 
Discourses and Subject Positions 
One important way that gendered discourses evolve, 
maintain circulation, and grow in power depends upon texts 
supporting ideologies of the practices involved. There have 
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been a variety of approaches to examining gender in relation 
to texts and reading. Many theorists and researchers 
identify a long history of powerful textual bias against 
femininity (Allen, 1992; Kolbenschlag, 1979; Moi, 1985; 
Steinem, 1992). Ong (1982) declares that, "The entire 
history of consciousness can be plotted in relation to the 
always ongoing male/female dialectic" (p. 87). 
Several foci of inquiry dominate the field of textual 
analysis related to gender. Researchers have focused upon 
issues such as the number of gendered characters in a text, 
the vocabulary used, as well as roles of characters. Many 
traditional, canonical texts supporting patriarchal 
structures are still in circulation (McDonald, 1981; Sadker 
and Sadker, 1994; Sukenick, 1988; Walkerdine, 1992). 
Studies such as these address gendered textual issues 
through quantitative analysis such as counting the number of 
male and female characters. Texts with very few, if any, 
women or girls are still prevalent and problematic (Bullock, 
1974; Sadker and Sadker, 1994). 
Researchers interested in "the count" predominantly 
focused upon social studies, science, and other academic 
textbooks in their gendered analysis of textbooks (Neilsen, 
1994; Sadker and Sadker, 1994). With rare inclusion of 
women, messages in science and social studies books continue 
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to emphasize societal contributions and information from 
men. Women's contributions to society are typically found 
to be addressed as "add ons." A paragraph here or there in 
the text "includes" them. Rather dramatic inclusionary 
facades consist of using females in eye-catching book covers 
and in a number of short pieces scattered throughout the 
textbook. The substance of the textbook and its implicit 
authority around the subject is still patriarchal in nature. 
In narrative, researchers (McDonald, 1981; Sadker and 
Sadker, 1994; Scott, 1992; Spender, 1992) often find few 
places for women readers to identify with the story's 
primary focus upon male privilege. Such studies 
consistently identify texts that positioned boys and men as 
worthy of the story and girls and women as not particularly 
relevant within the major meta-narratives of the culture. 
Myriad studies identify overt as well as subtle sexist 
messages supporting the invisibility and/or subordination of 
women and girls (Flynn and Scweickart, 1986; Kolbenschlag, 
1979; Sadker and Sadker, 1994). Women characters, when 
present at all, are in roles vastly different than those of 
male characters. Studies such as these highlight gendered 
positionings that exclude, marginalize, and/or subordinate 
women's contributions to science, government, medicine, and 
many other spheres of social participation. 
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The power of textual messages has been described by 
researchers in terms of the socialization of readers into 
gender roles (Benton, 1983; Britton, 1982; Bruner, 1990; 
Coles, 1989; Galda, 1983). Galda (1983) theorizes that "the 
text guides the response of the reader in that it presents 
content in a specific style and form which generate and 
modify expectations as a reader reads" (p. 3). 
Modifications of gendered possibilities gleaned through 
reading can serve to introduce, support, or even potentially 
interrupt prescriptive sexist positionings, as in Bakhtin's 
words they add to "chains of meaning." 
McDonald (1981) finds that girls in text, when present 
at all, are often characterized by the following three main 
themes: 
1. Girl's invisibility and passivity 
2. Under-representation of girls in paid work and 
their concentration in low-status occupations 
3. An insistent emphasis on female domesticity 
In opposition and in dominant positions, thematic 
messages around the masculine are also deeply entrenched in 
canonical literary texts and set a standard for gendered 
positionings. Heilbrun (1979) identifies the following as 
masculine in both stories and life: 
1. Selfhood 




Often males reading stories about characters with the above 
masculine characteristics value them in their lives as well 
as in their fiction. Stories highlighting such endeavors 
and roles are viewed as helping boys and men build autonomy, 
strength, and privilege through culturally constructed 
masculine identity. Masculine positionings such as those 
identified by Heilbrun (1979) are rarely possible without 
help. Such male pursuits commonly require support from 
other people—mostly the girls and women in their lives. 
Girls, reading the same stories and desirous of the 
same roles and subject positions, receive very different 
gendered messages. Feminine women do not search for strong 
selfhood, adventures, strength, and autonomy; they are 
positioned to develop and support it in others—mostly the 
children and men in their lives. Research about the textual 
roles of male and female analyzes texts valuing the 
masculine over the feminine in specific ways. The foci of 
most of this research was on the text itself which was seen 
as relatively autonomous. That is, meaning, albeit 
identified as sexist, was seen as situated within the text. 
One other area of concern is technical vocabulary. 
Uses of myriad terms throughout the trades are hypothesized 
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as capable of positioning women through gendered 
connotations. In a pilot study (Shaw, 1993) of commonly 
used trade and technical terms, I investigate widely 
accepted terms of the engineering field. Some of these 
terms have the potential of eliciting uncomfortable 
responses from some women and men in mixed groups. "Breast 
drill", "male" and "female" connections, "couplings" and 
other terms have the potential to evoke responses that are 
far from gender neutral. Traditional vocabulary of the 
trades may be imbued with the potential to impact the 
participations of girls and women by contributing to 
feelings of exclusion, uneasiness, and subordination to 
authoritative white male terms and texts. This has the 
potential to be an important factor in the lack of 
participation of girls and women in many schooling and job 
opportunities in the more lucrative trades. 
Another textual focus of gender in text also relates to 
vocabulary in written materials. Of major concern is the 
continual use of "generic" gendered pronouns (Blakesley, 
1992) . The issue of pronoun use is deemed trivial by many 
past researchers (mostly male). Several feminist 
researchers challenge the uses of he/him and other masculine 
signifiers as profound in their gendered impact (Blakesley, 
1992); the use of masculine language seems most insidious in 
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information texts where the stance is purportedly 
dissemination of information to "gender neutral" 
respondents. Crawford and Chaffin (1986) report that "there 
is empirical evidence to support the claim that 'generic' 
masculine language is ambiguous and is interpreted 
differently by men and women. When both men and women read 
the word 'he' a male interpretation (the default value) 
initially predominates" (p. 16). Lack of 'she' in textual 
materials gives preferential societal importance/acceptance 
to 'he.' 
Some of the first theorists to challenge an autonomous 
universal reading of texts with its primary focus solely 
upon the text were reader response theorists such as Britton 
(1984) and Rosenblatt (1976). Reader response theory 
hypothesizes that meaning is always constructed in a 
transaction between a reader and a text. Texts are 
generally divided into two major types by reader response 
theorists. Aesthetic text is produced and consumed in ways 
that are principally pleasurable. Efferent text is produced 
and consumed in ways that relate information to the reader. 
More recent research challenges earlier notions that text 
can be so easily divided. 
In a study of inner city elementary children and their 
responses to science texts, it was found that the 
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respondents frequently left the "efferent" stance to 
experience quite aesthetic responses (Holland and Shaw, 
1993). A "dance between stances" was a major finding. This 
shuffling between stances contributes to this study. 
Focusing on the gendered ways that information texts such as 
those found in technology relate to women's participations 
in the trades provides another lens on women's 
participations in the technical schooling. In my analysis 
of texts I identify and describe ways that "aesthetic" texts 
may impart cogent gendered information and ways that 
"information" texts may elicit more aesthetic, emotional 
responses. 
These foundational theoretical frames and research with 
a foci on the importance of text provide several lenses on 
textual analysis. In the next section, I review feminist 
poststructuralist theories that further expand textual 
analysis within and across institutions. Again, this will 
not be just a change in semantics. Feminist 
poststructuralist analysis moves towards important, more 
discrete aspects of individual texts and individual 
respondents. 
Feminist poststructuralist lenses situate "counts," 
vocabulary issues, individual texts and respondents into 
relationships and patterns within and across texts that 
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serve to introduce, construct, and at times challenge 
authoritative cultural discourses. Much as theorized, 
subject positionings (see previous section) and 
subjectification within actual texts is often found to 
position boys and men and girls and women in ways that 
continue to privilege and idealize patriarchal values 
(Cherland, 1994; Davies, 1993; Gilbert, 1991; Luke, 1996; 
Walkerdine, 1990). Such textual subjectifications are 
manifest in patterns of discourses transmitted through 
literacy practices. 
Lanksheer (1993) informs feminist studies such as mine. 
He defines poststructuralist notions of "practices" 
especially those related to literacy and schooling. He 
elaborates about such conceptions and practices as follows: 
The views people actually have of what literacy 
comprises, of what counts as being literate; what they 
see as 'real' or appropriate 'uses' of reading and 
writing; the ways people actually read and write in 
the course of their daily lives-these all reflect and 
promote values, beliefs, assumptions and practices, 
which shape the way life is lived within a given 
social milieu and, in turn, influence which interests 
are promoted or undermined as a consequence of how 
life is lived there (p. 155) . 
Investigations of practices that privilege certain interests 
drive my own research. 
Of utmost concern to feminist poststructuralist 
analysis of texts are the inherent patterns of ideology, or 
value laden aspects, of literacy practices. Ideological 
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theories and research (Street, 1984) related to literacy 
extend more traditional reading theories and research. 
Other theorists and researchers (Robinson, 1990; Walkerdine, 
1990) highlight the synergy within and among contemporary 
texts that supports patriarchal power. Through 
acknowledgment of literacy's inherent ideological impact 
such theories of reading view readers, textual messages, and 
social contexts as critically important in any literacy 
event (Greene et al., 1992; Meek, 1983; Street, 1984). It 
is the synergistic implications of these related strands of 
literacy that are at the heart of feminist poststructuralist 
analysis. Recurrence and authority of gendered discourses 
and contexts are repeated in myriad genres and powerfully 
supported by systems of intertextuality. 
Intertexuality provides an underpinning for analysis of 
gendered textual messages that powerfully exert forces upon 
their respondents in multiple contexts. It is not a 
singular text, but powerful messages from myriad genres that 
constitute, support, and reproduce contemporary meta¬ 
narratives and discourses related to gendered 
participations. Fairclough (1995) refines the concept of 
intertextuality to include "the property texts have of being 
full of snatches of other texts, which may be explicitly 
demarcated or merged in, and which the text may assimilate, 
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contradict, ironically echo, and so forth" (p.84). Textual 
chains and webs of patriarchal knowledge and power are 
institutionally constructed, reproduced and/or circulated 
across and among institutional contexts. Texts across and 
among major institutions impart powerful cultural authority 
around gender and class (as well as ethnicity, age, and 
other groups demarcated as the less desirable half of dyadic 
patriarchal frames). 
Several genres of text have been theorized and 
researched through feminist poststructuralist frames in 
relation to gendered subject positionings (Cherland, 1994; 
Christian-Smith, 1993; Davies, 1989; Gilbert, 1988; 
Walkerdine, 1990; Weedon, 1993) . Research of patterns of 
gendered discourses is most prevalent in the following 
genres: adventure, family and interpersonal relationships, 
beauty, romance, and pornography. 
Patterns of adventure in texts are packaged for boys. 
They have been identified as difficult for girls to 
postulate for themselves. Gilbert's (1988) study of young 
girls attempting to reposition feminine fictional characters 
into more active participations identified difficulties in 
both girls and boys in thinking in expanded ways. In 
another study of gendered positionings Davies (1993) found 
that boys are in and consistently position themselves in 
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"powerful subject positions made available to them both in 
the lived narratives they observe and hear, and in the 
textual narratives they encounter in books and on screen" 
(p. 91). 
Davies (1993) also states concerns about the ways 
binary thinking limits participations and thinking. "For 
girls, binary thinking is a double violence, since it 
observes the detail of their lived experience and places 
then in the negative half of the dualism" (p. 55). A stated 
goal of Davies's research is to make girls and women not 
only relevant, but more visible in ways that involve 
expanded and/or alternative gendered possibilities. Through 
discussions of cultural narratives and student-generated 
photographs of their lives, students in this project were 
taught through a critical pedagogy that strove to allow 
participants to reposition subjects in new or expanded ways. 
The young informants, boys and girls, experienced great 
difficulty envisioning and revisioning new and/or 
alternative gendered possibilities. Not only did students 
have difficulty with the task, but the equity-committed 
researcher also identified times in the data where she 
reverted to expected cultural discourses around gendered 
subject positions. One other notable finding of this 
attempt to help students expand their thinking is that even 
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when students could verbalize brave new participations, 
these understandings disappeared in student writing. 
Family and interpersonal discourses are other 
traditional feminine discourses that serve to position girls 
and women in subject positions such as initiating and 
maintaining affiliations with others, usually men and 
children, through self sacrifice. This sacrifice for others 
is especially prevalent relating to subjectifications around 
mothering (Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982; Urwin, 1985; 
Walkerdine, 1990). These relational and maternal 
characteristics are apparent in many texts used in both 
elementary and secondary schools with both literature-based 
and basal skills English curricula. A message of women 
striving to "civilize" men and support others is a 
persistent theme in many contemporary texts. 
Such civilizing and caring for others supports 
Walkerdine's (1990) conclusions about the positionings of 
many women in relation to their work and personal lives. 
She concludes, "Little girls can become carers, or join the 
caring professions to serve others or join the service 
industry. They can be educated enough to care for the 
knowers but not enough to know" (p.120). And...the knowers 
and needers are often boyfriends, students, and or clients 
in social services. 
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Relatively recent research (Cherland, 1994; Dudgen, et 
al., 1996; Giroux; 1994; Weedon; 1993) has begun to focus 
upon visual as well as verbal positionings; the ways that 
pictures and images are visually positioned support 
discourses in ways that are just being described and 
analyzed. Texts such as magazine illustrations, MTV, 
building conventions (architectural arrangements, displayed 
artifacts, photographs, etc.), note cards, paintings and 
sculptures, and any visible representations of gender 
contribute to constructions of gendered discourses and ways 
that individuals position themselves and are positioned. 
The heterosexual family dream, the "promised" result of 
heterosexual romance is not only verbally described, but 
culturally evident in visual ways. Weedon (1993) selects a 
visual image of a "post card" family to illustrate her 
points around the power of romance in this culture. This 
illustration pictures mom and dad under a Christmas tree 
replete with beautifully wrapped presents. With dad above 
the family, his son is on his knee with his wife and 
daughter turned to him and his needs. Other researchers 
(Cherland, 1994; Dudgeon, et al., 1996) also investigate 
visuals that illustrate gendered subject positionings. The 
cultural dream of heterosexual hearth and home includes a 
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dominant adult male and his children supported by the 
adulation of an adult female. 
At the core of such romance and family discourse is 
mothering. Researchers (Chodorow, 1978; Luke, 1996; 
Millman, 1990; Weedon; 1993) identify the subject 
positionings related to motherhood as pervasive and 
supportive of patriarchy. Through a woman's nurturance and 
support her significant others are free to pursue their 
interests. Subject positionings include power over others 
as well as support of others. The ways that discourses of 
motherhood court young women are being investigated. Girls 
are invited into mothering, a position of power as well as 
self-sacrifice, early in childhood. 
Other patterns of gendered positioning relate to 
feminine beauty and revolve around body image (Bordo, 1996; 
Walkerdine, 1990). Studies highlighting related gendered 
discourses and the ways women are positioned focus upon 
patriarchal notions of feminine beauty. At times, the 
impacts of achieving cultural beauty lead to sickness, 
weakness, and even death. Anorexia and bulimia are 
prevalent health problems in the lives of adolescent girls 
to a troubling degree (Bordo, 1996). Discourses around 
thinness and feminine beauty lead to self-imposed dietary 
restrictions and body images that often lead to disastrous 
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health for girls and women obsessed with weight and looks. 
Bordo (1996) identifies eating disorders as being at the 
center of the feminine and current ideals of beauty; she 
convincingly ties discourses around appropriate eating 
habits for women to media images. Strategies to maintain 
very low body weight by fixating on unrealistic images, 
refusing to eat, and/ or vomiting food lead to poor health 
and lack of strength prevent girls and women from full 
participations. 
Walkerdine (1990) finds in her study of girls and 
schooling not only gender, but class issues around illness. 
Her study does not directly focus upon ways that working 
class girls use sickness, but her informants' uses of 
illness are a significant finding warranting further 
investigation. Do women use illness to gain attention in a 
world that does not focus upon their needs? To get out of 
overwhelming amounts of tedious work? To lose weight and 
become more culturally attractive to men? To achieve the 
diminutiveness of a child and be cared for? How is class 
related? 
Davies (1993) also finds a relentless focus upon 
feminine beauty and body image as students attempted new 
gendered subject positionings. Her informants relay the 
following rules they formulated about making a choice to go 
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after a boyfriend. Having chosen a boy, they state some 
strict rules to follow such as that they have to "look 
nice", keep "fit" and not get "fat" in order to attract and 
keep a boyfriend. This involves both dressing "like a lady" 
and perhaps displaying yourself as "vulnerable" (p.81). 
With such prescriptive demands on the female body to look 
thin, well dressed, and manicured it is not surprising that 
girls and women who fall below these ideals spend inordinate 
amounts of time and energy on an impossible quest. 
Desirability of diminutiveness in the feminine body 
rears its head in text as well as theory. Pratt (1981), a 
researcher who focuses upon culturally sanctioned 
restrictions upon women in text, observes that in fiction 
readers receive messages that girls "grow down" rather than 
"grow up." She supports this by detailing the ways that 
narratives position and/or label girls as "little," "tiny," 
and "small." Dale Spender's (1992) research supports the 
importance of this gendered positioning. "One important 
lesson which girls learn from these images is that it is 
desirable to be small, an image which fits comfortably with 
social values in which physical strength is seen as positive 
and as the prerogative of men . . . we do not make our rules 
from the evidence produced by the population but, rather, 
make the rules and then require the population to conform at 
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both the physical and psychological level" (p. 27). With 
the large number of eating disorders and body image issues 
women and girls deal with this often became a matter of life 
or death. 
Books by romance writers are wildly popular and take up 
large portions of many book stores. Soap operas attract 
huge populations of women for afternoon viewing. In 
addition, romantic films and Broadway productions fill 
theaters. Feminine discourses and behaviors are found to be 
closely associated with attracting and keeping a boyfriend, 
rather than creating feminine characters having adventures 
leading to autonomy. 
Walkerdine (1990) posits an intimate relationship with 
such romantic textual messages—"the positions and relations 
created in the text both relate to existing social and 
psychic struggles and provide a fantasy vehicle which 
inserts the reader into the text" (p. 89). The fantasy of 
other worlds and virtual participations are ways for women 
to go outside of lives of service and support of others. In 
another study Davies (1993) reports her informants 
insistently positioned girls into future projections "tied 
to romance and babies" (p.76). 
In a large study of romance. Radway (1984) also finds 
romance to have a powerful hold on its respondents. In her 
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research, she follows forty-two adult readers of romance. 
She reports that many of her respondents reading romances 
are often addressing "an intensely felt but insufficiently 
met need for emotional nurturance" (p. 119). She finds that 
the women in her study use romance to escape their present 
circumstances. These attractively packaged texts support 
both profits for the publishers as well as a continuance of 
the structures of the patriarchy. She compares ways romance 
is similar to fairy tales rather than novels. Radway (1984) 
theorizes that if actual discontent of the woman reading 
romance can be replaced by pleasure from paper, a woman can 
continue to cheerfully remain in her private spheres 
supporting her romantic partner in his privileged, 
patriarchally sanctioned public roles. 
In a study of adolescent romance readers Willinsky and 
Hunniford (1993) also look at texts of romance and ways that 
the positionings of characters prepare its respondents for 
future roles. Their findings include ways that their 
informants use romance as a "guide for the perplexed and the 
anxious, for those looking for a bright, scintillating 
preview into the immediate future" (p. 94). These 
informants are not found to be open to talking about new 
ways to position a heroine's intelligence, sense of humor, 
and independence. They are rather more focused upon 
49 
physical beauty—story participants should be, according to 
Isabella, one of their informants, "Cute, very nice, and 
responsible, but definitely good looking" (Willinsky and 
Hunniford, p. 98). However, as the story progresses, the 
researchers note that many readers are written out of the 
script because the ideal of physical beauty and consumer 
durables such as expensive cars and electronic equipment is 
too narrow to mirror the informants' participations. 
In her study of adolescent romance readers, Christian- 
Smith (1993) finds that reading teen romances has the 
potential to influence girls about their futures as well as 
provide a site for engagements with tensions surrounding the 
constructions of gender identity. Christian-Smith's (1993) 
informants define a good romance as follows: 
1. It is easy to read. 
2. It does not drag. 
3. Its heroine and hero are cute, popular and nice 
and have money. 
4. It has a happy ending. 
5. In it young women are strong and get the best of 
boys. 
Such positionings of characters bring unrealistic worlds and 
unattainable consumer durables to young respondents, mostly 
girls, who are not usually free or financially set to 
independently venture out into glamorous settings such as 
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ski lodges, beach resorts, and cabins on the lake. They can 
textually try out ways to attract and keep boyfriends in the 
safe settings of their bedrooms or living rooms. 
In a pilot study (Shaw, 1990) I delve into a feminist 
poststructuralist analysis of a segment from the wildly 
successful Broadway production of Phantom of the Opera. My 
findings include patterns of interaction between the Phantom 
and Christine that mirror many aspects of discourses of 
romance. In the segment around my micro-analysis, I look at 
gendered subject positionings through grammar, visuals, and 
messages. The positionings of the Phantom's entreaty to 
Christine in the song and behaviors around the score, "Help 
Me Make the Music of the Night," form the corpus of this 
micro analysis. 
The Phantom speaks in imperatives ordering Christine to 
support his wishes; Christine listens. He is verbal; she is 
silent. The stage is candle lit. Christine is dressed in a 
long white dress; the Phantom is dressed in black. 
Christine is visually as well as verbally submissive to the 
Phantom's awesome power. By the end of the sequence, she is 
kneeling before him in silent submission. Her physical 
surrender is, however, not sufficient. The phantom wants 
her mind and soul as well as her body. "Leave all thoughts 
of the world you knew before! Let your soul take you where 
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Perhaps you long to be! Only then can you belong to me." 
this is the most terrifying aspect of this romantic 
sequence: The Phantom wants control; he wants her to long to 
be his; he positions her to want to support his desires. 
The Phantom accomplishes this dominance in a format that 
imparts visual, auditory and verbal attractiveness to the 
story. Christine as well as members of the audience are 
invited and supported into complicity with the Phantom's 
needs and desires. His dominance is not just accepted; it 
is framed as desirable by Christine. 
A prevalent gendered discourse commonly found in 
romance texts relates to women securing and supporting men 
in order to assure their societal acceptance (Allen, 1992; 
Gilbert and Taylor, 1991; Walkerdine, 1990). Girls in 
stories as well as life are positioned to do almost anything 
to find and keep a boyfriend. "Anything" too often 
translates into caring that exceeds a girl’s own needs 
and/or safety (domestic abuse statistics are quite 
alarming). This is an exchange that undergirds the 
patriarchy and is still crucial to maintenance of the status 
quo. Romantic discourses lure girls and women in with their 
promises of happily ever after. 
Texts are cultural transmitters that introduce at a 
very young age, construct, and replicate romantic discourses 
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of "appropriate" gendered subject positionings of 
respondents. Texts of romance are targeted to girls and 
women. Such texts often allow women readers to escape from 
the mundane (Cherland and Edelsky, 1993; Christian-Smith, 
1993; Gilbert and Taylor, 1991). Desired agency missing in 
the lived lives of many girls and women is found textually 
(Cherland, 1994; Luttrell, 1992; Walkerdine, 1990). Agency 
within romance appears to fill a gap. The pleasure of 
vicarious pursuits outside of the mundane such as reading 
and watching romance is evident in women's and girls' 
consumption of texts. 
Researchers concerned about gendered positionings also 
analyze the volumes of texts produced for masculine 
audiences (Benston, 1985; Bryson and De Castell, 1995; 
Collis, 1985; Griffin and Cole, 1987; Haraway, 1991) . These 
researchers are concerned with texts such as video and 
computer fantasy games, computer uses, and western novels 
which support messages about gendered positionings to their 
usual audiences of boys and men about the superfluous nature 
of women in the main fabric of life, and the dominant 
positionings of men and boys. In synergistic discourses for 
both sexes, texts such as romance and soap operas which are 
produced for predominantly feminine audiences simultaneously 
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give similar messages to girls and women about superfluous, 
subordinate positionings in the main fabric of life. 
The most disturbing messages around gender in text are 
pornographic. These include vast numbers of overtly 
misogynist texts that go beyond reducing women's roles to 
service and silence; these texts position women as 
deserving (and even liking) degradation, pain, and often 
death (Twitchell, 1985). Pornographic materials most 
blatantly incorporate such messages. This is particularly 
disturbing when tied to the increased incidence of domestic 
and street violence on women and children. Such texts are 
readily available to all ages through magazine orders and 
through Internet access. 
Messages around violence towards women are not 
exclusively related to explicitly pornographic materials. 
Many more mainstream texts and films, such as those found in 
readily available literature in homes and schools—Edgar 
Alan Poe, R.L. Stine, Christopher Pike, and Stephen King— 
also package degradation, pain, and death as socially 
probable and usually justified for women and girls 
(Twitchell, 1985). Role playing games and other texts of 
horror/romance are filled with visions and stories of women 
viewed as objects of hate and violence and worthy of, 
actually deserving, torture and/or death (Cherland and 
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Edelsky, 1993; Twitchell, 1985; Valverde, 1987). At times, 
girls are positioned as dirty and dangerous in texts of 
horror/romance marketed for young girls. Themes such as 
these around girls are most insidious. They target women 
and young readers, the victims themselves. 
In summary, both research and theory is evolving in 
substantive ways that extend gender inclusion beyond facades 
such as the "count," tokenism, and "add ons" that were 
traditionally used to acknowledge women's contributions to 
society. The ways that current gendered positionings in 
texts and contexts limit not only current possibilities, but 
future possibilities have just begun to be conceived 
(Christian-Smith, 1993; Heilbrun, 1988; Radway, 1984). 
Heilbrun (1988) theorizes the power of currently known 
stories to encumber the writing of future texts: 
It is a hard thing to make up stories to live by. 
We can only retell and live by the stories we have 
read or heard, chanted, or experienced electronically 
or come to us like the murmuring of our mothers, 
telling us what conventions demand. Whatever their 
form or medium, these stories have formed us all; 
they are what we must use to make new fictions, new 
narrative (p. 37). 
That is not to say that all that is needed is a "new 
gender-equitable story" to resolve gendered positionings 
privileging upper class white males. Several theorists 
(Bordo, 1996; Cherland, 1994; Davies, 1993; Fetterly, 1978; 
Walkerdine, 1990; Weedon, 1993) point out that respondents 
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do not necessarily identify in vicarious ways or by 
fantasizing new, exciting roles, but rather by experiencing 
further contradictory positionings and subjectivities. Ways 
to be girls and women that contradict and compete with 
dominant cultural discourses of femininity often place 
girls, especially working class girls, into continual double 
binds about their looks, their participations in schooling, 
and their relationships. Messages bombard them not to put 
up with abuse, but to do virtually anything to get and keep 
a boyfriend. They are told to eat healthy food but 
positioned to weigh unrealistic pounds. They are told to go 
to college, but not be too smart, especially in relation to 
their male peers, in school. Contradictory and competitive 
textual discourses blitz girls from numerous sources— 
textbooks, computer games, leisure reading, teen magazines, 
mall and other building images, religious literature, films 
and television. 
Roles of Institutional and Interactional Contexts 
in Constituting Gendered Discourses 
and Subject Positions 
Other major facets of poststructuralist theory and 
research relate to subjects and texts within institutionally 
rendered contextual frames. Foucault (1977) theorizes that 
through institutional positionings of participants and 
through circulation of texts supporting reproductions of 
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patriarchal knowledge, traditional power structures are 
introduced, maintained, and reproduced by existing male 
hierarchies. When major institutional texts and contexts 
position participants among and across their hierarchies and 
within their texts, powerful subjectivities are constructed. 
Roles become imbued with normalcy, and common sense dictates 
ways that individuals will be positioned by gender, class, 
ethnicity, perceived attractiveness and ability, sexual 
orientation, and/or age. 
In our culture's primary institutions, there is a 
pervasive concentration of white male privilege and power 
(Foucault, 1977; Street, 1984; Walkerdine, 1990; Weedon, 
1993). Subject positionings of power and prestige are 
traditionally filled with upper class white males—senators 
and other high government officials, bishops and other 
religious leaders, tenured college professors, corporate 
executives, and doctors and hospital administrators. 
"Others" in subordinate, marginalized positionings, continue 
to support white upper class men in achieving and 
maintaining their positions of authority within and across 
institutions. 
Power within and across institutions binds patriarchal 
structures in ways that effectively hinder and/or block 
participations by these "Others." One important arena of 
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potential change is schooling (Greene, et al., 1992; Jones 
and Maloy, 1996; Kramrae and Treichler, 1990; McLaren, 1993; 
Sadker and Sadker, 1994; Walkerdine, 1990). McLaren (1993) 
summarizes the importance of schooling contexts as follows, 
"Schooling always involves power relations, social 
practices, and privileged forms of knowledge that support a 
specific vision of past, present, and future and rationalize 
the knowledge industry in ways that reproduce inequality, 
racism, and sexism that fragment democratic relations by 
emphasizing competitiveness and cultural ethnocentrism" 
(p. 160). Gendered issues focusing upon subject 
positionings within contemporary "knowledge industries," 
particularly vocational schooling, drive my study. 
Schools are sites of cultural positionings and 
learnings that shape the present and futures of its 
participants. Dominant ideologies have dominated curriculum 
and staffing since the inception of public education. Many 
practices are just beginning to be questioned by 
researchers, teachers, administrators, school boards, 
students and/or parents. Perhaps Bloome and Egan-Robertson 
(1993) in their classroom study of intertextuality ask the 
key questions regarding literacy research in schools—"Who 
is doing the juxtaposing? Where? What text?" (p.305). 
In other words, a description of practices entails uses of 
58 
power around participants, contexts, as well as texts. Ways 
that individuals are introduced to and learn their culture's 
discourses are situated within powerful institutionalized 
educational contexts that dictate texts, control contexts, 
and position individuals. 
Walkerdine's (1985) findings in her study of gendered 
participations within a British elementary school are 
particularly relevant to this study. Her findings include 
an insistent "back seat" positioning for not only the school 
girls in her study but, at times, the adult women who teach 
and are expected to take subject positions that support and 
encourage their students in ways that deny their autonomy. 
Fine (1993) also theorizes schools as one of the most 
powerful sites of institutional might. "Public schools have 
historically been the site for identifying, civilizing, and 
containing that which is considered uncontrollable" (p. 76). 
Fine's work focuses on gendered subject positionings, 
particularly around desire. She discusses schools and the 
discourses relevant to girls and their sexuality; she 
categorizes four areas where girls are specifically 
subjugated: violence to their person, victimization, 
individual morality that can lead to dangerous sexual 
situations, and whispered discourses of desire. Gendered 
subjugation especially around violence, victimization and 
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dangerous sexual situations are all basic to the questions 
driving my study. 
Strict, unreasonable regulatory practices within 
schools have been found to powerfully impact student agency 
(Stevenson and Ellsworth, 1993). Butler (1990) sums up the 
power of regulatory practices: 
The subject is not determined by the rules through 
which it is generated because signification is not a 
founding act, but rather a regulated process of 
repetition that both conceals itself and enforces its 
rules precisely through the production of 
substantializing effects. In a sense all 
signification takes place within the orbit of the 
compulsion to repeat: "agency," then, is to be located 
within the possibility of a variation on that 
repetition (p. 145). 
Excessively regimented school rules and regulations that 
impact upon reasonable agency of individual participants are 
found to be problematic in keeping some students in school 
after the legal age for dropping out. 
In Luttrell's (1992) study of adult working class women 
returning to study for their GED’s, the women discussed 
their past school experiences that led to dropping out of 
high school. Her findings highlight gendered positionings 
that "show the different ways that school impeded the 
women’s sense of social value and self-worth" (p. 3). 
Participants in her study talked about ways that 
participation in their past schooling marginalized them 
around practices related to food, favoritism, and rules they 
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literally could not follow. Their poverty and family 
responsibilities coupled with their non-traditional literacy 
set them up for ridicule, exclusion and marginalization in 
their schooling; eventually they all just quietly left. 
Working class girls such as those in her study, often 
experience almost total autonomy in their personal lives, 
where they often participate not as adolescents, but as 
adults with powerful agency. Such personal autonomy 
directly contradicts being told how much time they have to 
eat and use the bathroom in a school setting. 
Schools and homes often do not share similar 
educational discourses (Heath, 1983; Taylor, 1991; 
Rodriguez, 1981). Language uses and participation frames 
required for students to facilely and competently progress 
through public schooling are not available to all children. 
Unfamiliarity with schooling terms, a lack of conception of 
levels of educational difficulty, and distrust of "book 
knowledge" are potentially problematic in working class and 
other marginalized groups (Rodriguez, 1981; Tokarczyk and 
Fay, 1993; Weiler, 1988) . In his powerful text Rodriguez 
(1981) painfully identifies the personal losses associated 
with his climb from working-class minority student to the 
academy, especially his time at Oxford University. The 
split from his working-class background moves him to a 
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position where he is comfortable in neither world. Although 
he acknowledges that he misses discourses from his family 
and culture, he poignantly relates the necessity of loss to 
his current more powerful positionings. This is a position 
far too many educated working class people find themselves 
in. 
There is a paucity of studies around the positionings 
of working class adolescents and/or girls and women in 
schooling and/or work in the trades. However, a few salient 
studies are related to this literature review. One such 
research project about women in the trades (Martin, 1988) 
directly addresses a population of American women working in 
the technical fields. This collection of the stories of 
twenty-six women working as trades persons chronicles their 
successes and frustrations working within traditionally male 
trades such as metal fabrication, carpentry, electrical, and 
plumbing. This project is a collection of biographical 
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sketches of women in the trades. Stories told by the 
participants themselves are transcribed and published 
through an interviewer. Little analysis is attempted other 
than a brief introduction by Martin, the editor. The 
research is important, however, in the ways in which it 
makes the struggles of these women visible. 
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In Martin's study, several major threads run throughout 
the women's narratives of life on the job. Harassment has 
far from disappeared; many of the informants report 
threatening behaviors from the men with whom they worked as 
well as the more subtle "butt of jokes" talk. Legal support 
is universally viewed by these women as critical to their 
survival. A great number of informants state a need for 
female role models; they commonly feel they are forging into 
new territory without leadership from other women. In 
addition to more mentoring roles by women, a number of these 
women state a need for other women as peers. Far too many 
women feel a need to be "much better" than their male co¬ 
workers in order to succeed in their jobs. Importantly, the 
majority of the women in this study share great pride at 
meeting the challenges of their jobs and earning wages 
previously available to men only. 
Positionings of working class students within schooling 
and career choices is the focus of Wexler's (1992) 
ethnography of schooling. In his study of three city 
schools in the United States, Wexler investigates social 
interactions across three different socioeconomic 
backgrounds. His study focuses primarily upon class issues. 
Of interest in this work are the ways that conventional 
educational discourses position students by class. Although 
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Wexler's study does not specifically investigate gendered 
discourses, his ethnography of schooling is important to 
studies such as mine with predominantly working class 
students. Wexler's compelling portrayals of relationships 
of class to three very different schools makes visible the 
importance of institutional impacts upon education. 
In her ethnography in a French vocational school, 
Raissiguier (1994) chronicles the subject positionings of 
young French and Algerian women as they attempt to prepare 
for vocational work. In this study, Raissiguier discusses 
the nature of vocational schooling in a French economy with 
limited career potential and few career discourses relevant 
to the girls' lives. Through interviews and classroom 
observations she reports on both the present lives of the 
students and their probable futures. Such studies 
contribute to a broader cultural understanding of women in 
technical education. 
Several popularly known studies are relevant to my 
work. Sadker and Sadker's (1994) landmark study of sexism 
within the schools warrants inclusion in this section on 
work about the positioning of students as well as in my 
section around gendered textual issues. Their study, based 
upon hours of observations in contemporary classrooms in the 
United States, identifies specific ways that girls are 
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marginalized in schooling. Girls are still not called upon 
in class as often as their masculine peers. Boys' sports 
still receive high proportions of the athletic budgets. In 
totally unacceptable ways, girls are still having their 
legal rights violated through peer and adult harassment. 
Sadker and Sadker's critical inquiry into schooling for 
girls is vital in understanding the degree and pervasiveness 
of sexism in contemporary schools. 
In his in-depth look at schools across America, Kozol 
(1991) chronicles continuing class and racial inequalities 
in all aspects of schooling. Facilities, dollars spent, 
qualified teachers, and other resources continue to elude 
schools in areas with predominantly working class and/or 
minority populations. Kozol's findings around positionings 
by class are important to every educator and researcher 
interested in quality education for all children, not just 
those in affluent suburban areas. Students coming from 
backgrounds with little hope for schooling success are 
relegated to inequitable schooling based on class. This is 
a most important focus for future schooling agendas. 
I conclude this review of studies around schooling with 
a brief discussion of Rose's (1989) account of ways that 
"America's Educational Underclass" is still reproduced in 
many American schools. Rose discusses ways that current and 
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past practices around literacy continue to privilege some 
and marginalize others. Through his personal story and 
those of his students he describes ways that undemocratic 
teaching methods and testing limit potential. Rose states, 
"Class and culture erect boundaries that hinder our vision— 
blind us to the logic of error and the ever present stirring 
of language--and encourage the designation of otherness, 
difference, deficiency" (p. 205). Rose's work is important 
because he effectively repositions students into subject 
positions of educational success. He repositions at risk 
students into educational success in high school and 
expectations of further schooling. By working on the 
boundaries his students currently occupy, he opens 
alternative positions. For example, through writing (not 
discrete skills instruction) marginalized students became 
more engaged with texts of their own and others. Through 
literature based instruction, rather than textbook 
exercises, his students "on the boundary" find seams of 
change. They have the ability to position themselves by 
making their schooling meaningful and relevant to their 
lives. Student centered learning seemed the difference 
between educational failure and success. 
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Chapter Summary 
Institutional impacts from major institutions, such as 
schooling, support subjugation of, and marginalization of, 
girls and women in synergistic ways (Foucault, 1977; 
Rutledge, 1988; Walkerdine, 1990). Institutional contexts 
have been shown to operate in ways such that "normal males 
and females" participate prescriptively in not just one 
specific context, but in other spheres of interaction. 
Foucault's (1977), Walkerdine's (1985), and Weedon's (1993) 
work theorizes that values, positionings, and cultural 
knowledge are constructed through discourses that are always 
embedded within institutional contexts of powers found in 
family, school, religion, media, government, and health 
care. 
It is the intent of this research to identify and 
analyze some of the salient subject positionings of six 
working class girls, a population that is under-represented 
in educational theory and research. A review of theories of 
feminist poststructuralist frames and relevant research 
findings provides one lens to identify and discuss some of 
the gendered subject positionings of the girls in my study. 
Poststructuralist concepts support data collection and 
analysis that will inform understanding of some of the 
girls' decisions and subject positionings. Their 
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positionings are constructed through taking up or resisting 
discourses available to them in the texts they read and in 
the contexts in which they participate, particularly school. 
By investigating such discourses and the ways they are 
inter-textually related, sites of interruption and change 
may emerge giving educators means to expand possibilities of 
safer personal relationships and more lucrative, rewarding 
schooling and career potentials for girls enmeshed in 
technical schooling. 
Textual discourses that continue to position and/or 
exclude women in subordinate, marginalized, or even deadly 
positions are relevant to my analysis of texts that are 
important to my specific research population. Patterns 
within and across texts related to constructions of gender 
will be scrutinized and related to discourses relevant to 
the girls in this study. 
Theory and research around institutional and contextual 
modes of gendered participations is another facet of this 
study seeking to identify, discuss and understand some of 
the girls' subject positionings in their personal 
relationships and schooling/careers. Through written texts 
and analysis of the institutional and interactional contexts 
of the school, subject positionings available to the girls 
in this study will be described. Ways that the girls take 
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up, ignore or resist gendered subjectivities will be 
identified and described. 
Subject positionings of the six girls in my study will 
be described around contemporary gendered discourses. 
Feminist poststructuralist analysis of texts related to 
their lives will glean ways that gendered discourses are 
textually available to them. Ways that gendered discourses 
operate in their schooling will also be related. These 
three strands undergird ways to describe and discuss my data 
in the discrete linear demands of writing. Each strand 
lacks meaning in isolation; it is only through the 
interrelatedness of subject positionings, texts, and 
contexts, including commonalities, salient omissions, and 
contradictions, that understanding of the girls' subject 




This dissertation is a qualitative study, interpretive 
in nature. In order to investigate the subject positionings 
of the six working class girls in this study and their 
relationships to gendered discourses in salient texts and 
contexts, ethnographic methods were used to collect and 
analyze data. The basic research techniques used in this 
study were based upon anthropological methods, particularly 
Spradley's (1980). Spradley (1980) describes this type of 
data collection and analysis as "a way of thinking" (p. 85). 
Data analysis in ethnographic inquiry is ongoing and is 
considered throughout the entire study, not just after the 
collection of data is completed. That is, ethnographic 
research methods specifically include systematic examination 
and re-examination of data to determine relationships among 
identifiable segments as well as relationships to the 
aggregate. Such an analysis involves "a search for 
patterns" (p. 85). Through collection and analysis of data 
related to the girls' lives, feminist poststructuralist 
analysis of texts, and investigation of schooling contexts, 
patterns highlighting relevant gendered discourses emerged. 
Each of these facets of data can be verbally removed to 
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examine and discuss, but each strand is most significant in 
its relationships to other aspects of the data and the web 
of gendered discourses and subject positions. 
As I framed the research methods for this 
investigation, I continued to read poststructuralist and 
feminist studies of practices related to gendered discourses 
connected to the subject positionings of my informants. As 
I collected data, I searched for neat, concise ways to 
analyze and present the data necessary for this study. My 
data bases turned out to be neither neat nor concise; they 
were filled with contradictions, not just around schooling, 
but throughout many strands of the girls' lives. 
Ethnographic research methods and analysis supported ways to 
work with such an extensive, disparate data base focusing 
upon these six girls' positionings and agency. That is, 
ethnographic methods supported ways to make sense of and 
discuss important discourses and subject positionings in the 
lives of Susan, Virginia, Melissa, Paula, Cathy, and Emily. 
In this study, data was collected as systematically and 
as comprehensively as possible. This compilation of 
information formed an extensive data base that described the 
specific schooling of six individual students; I in no way 
infer cause and effect among the girls' stated beliefs, 
decisions, and observable subject positionings. The texts 
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of importance to each of my informants were read, reread, 
and scrutinized in order to ascertain critical discourses 
and identify ways that characters and participants were 
positioned around gender; this included a focus upon 
traditional literacy practices of marginalizing, 
subordinating and/or excluding women and girls in the text. 
Schooling contexts were also extensively investigated to 
identify ways individuals were positioned by gender. 
Ethnographic methods allowed me to observe subject 
positionings in natural school settings. In-depth 
interviews were arranged at each of the girls' convenience 
and in a setting in which they seemed comfortable and were 
able to freely share parts of their lives. I spent 
considerable time in the field trying to understand the 
girls' decisions, relationships, and dreams. This study 
relied upon "thick description" (Geertz, 1973) to analyze 
and report findings. The notion of "thick description" 
allowed interpretations that were multilayered and 
emphasized complex cultural meanings. 
Background of the Researcher 
This research evolved from my personal experiences and 
interests. As a woman from a working class background, I 
have always paid attention to ways sexism and classism 
inform schooling. During my master's programs I 
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deliberately chose courses that in some way addressed my 
concerns about the marginalization of women in education in 
particular and in society in general. 
I completed several pilot "teacher research" projects 
with my own students and family that focused upon gendered 
subjectivities. I analyzed texts from the "canon" as well 
as popular texts. I investigated my daughter's reader 
responses to Emecheta's (1979) Jovs of Motherhood, a multi¬ 
cultural text around the roles of parenting. While at 
Oxford University, I delved into feminist issues in 
canonical texts of Shakespeare and Virginia Woolf. In my 
other University of Massachusetts and Middlebury classes I 
focused upon poststructuralist theories, constructions of 
life narratives and consideration of gender and textual 
issues. 
Issues of gendered textual positionings were also 
important in my pre-dissertation graduate work. I completed 
two pilot studies identifying concerns around gender in 
information texts as well as in aesthetic text. In these 
two studies, I challenged the traditional reader response 
division of text into two stances. For a class on gender 
taken at Middlebury College, I analyzed an information text, 
one of my son-in-law's mechanical engineering manuals, for 
gendered messages regarding discourses and subject 
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positionings of women in his field of engineering. The 
brochure's intent was to provide engineering support for a 
universal reader; this text also evoked gendered responses 
to its illustrations positioning men as authoritative and 
through vocabulary using accepted field terms. In another 
pilot project completed for a University of Massachusetts 
course, I chose an aesthetic text, a sequence from the mega¬ 
hit musical Phantom of the Opera (see Chapter II). I 
identified and described the gendered subject positionings 
of its participants. Data and findings from these pilot 
studies effectively indicated potential emotional and 
informational responses. 
These pilot studies further piqued my interest in some 
of the personal and schooling/career decisions I had 
observed my students make. I was aware (through my 
professional readings and actual observations) that sexist 
texts had not disappeared from popular culture, technical 
schooling or the trades; my pilot studies confirmed this. 
As a veteran teacher in vocational education, I also knew 
that many aspects of such schooling were male dominant. I 
began to investigate the interrelatedness of gender in 
specific subject positionings, texts and contexts in order 
to understand some of the subject positionings of the girls 
in my study. 
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Selection of Research Site 
This study took place in a rural vocational high school 
in the Northeastern United States. The primary reason that 
I selected this setting for my study was that I had been an 
English and/or reading teacher there for nineteen years. I 
knew the academic components of this school from an 
insider's perspective. While my knowledge of the school in 
general was extensive, my knowledge of the shops was, before 
the study, limited to a few interactions. For most of those 
nineteen years, I entered shops in my school only to get my 
hair cut, eat a meal prepared by students in the school's 
restaurant, or get my car serviced in the auto shops. Shop 
life was foreign territory for me. 
At the time of this study, this vocational high school 
offered courses in Welding, Business, Computers, Electrical 
Shop, Plumbing, Auto Body, Auto Mechanics, Community 
Services, Cosmetology, Machine Trades, Carpentry, 
Landscaping and Culinary Arts. In my years teaching this 
primarily working class population of students, I 
continually observed many young girls shying away from the 
more lucrative shop offerings. Girls typically chose the 
"girl" service shops—Community Services and Cosmetology. 
The only other shops with significant numbers of girls were 
the Culinary Arts and Computer Shop. 
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In the early nineties, this school initiated mandated 
changes designed to meet extensive state wide demands for 
educational reform; academics and shops were "integrated." 
Academic teachers were assigned into shops to support shop 
learnings. Thus I began a required foray into the technical 
worlds of cooking, machining, auto repair, child care, 
computers, welding, carpentry, and cosmetology. As part of 
my teaching duties, I was assigned to "integrate" the texts 
of the trades into lessons from which students could 
benefit. 
I was given textbooks in each shop. I soon became 
aware of distinct patterns around gendered participations in 
the texts and contexts of these trades. First of all, women 
and girls were anomalies in many of the traditionally male 
shops. In electrical, blushing instructors explained male 
and female connections to their all male students. I was 
even apologized to for the instructor's use of such "trade 
language." In carpentry, the shop was filled with texts 
written by and for men. Carpentry magazines sold circular 
saws which could make the "curves of man's dreams"; ads for 
drills displayed a man and a woman in bed and promised "all 
the power he would need." 
In order to investigate some of the girls' decisions 
for entry level employment opportunities I focused upon 
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trades offering opportunities for students to build 
lucrative careers and businesses such as Machine Trades, 
Electrical Shop, or Plumbing. These shops were eliminated 
as research sites because it would have been difficult to 
research schooling issues for girls with few or no girls 
participating. After a thorough investigation (I worked as 
an aide in every shop), I decided that the Computer Shop 
would be a tenable research site where I could explore the 
specific decisions, beliefs, and positionings of individual 
girls seeking an education in the trades. 
The Computer Shop began to emerge as a likely research 
site. First of all, I was repeatedly assigned into the 
Computer Shop and I had a cursory knowledge of its day to 
day operations. The instructors liked having me in there, 
and I liked being in there. I was "computer literate" and 
able to help with the basics of word processing; finally, I 
was seen by both the instructors and the kids as "editing 
help." I had worked with two of the shop teachers, Ben 
Jones and James Smith for the last nineteen years. This 
shop was much cleaner than auto shops, welding, and 
carpentry; I was not assaulted by smells and very high 
noise levels such as those in shops such as Cosmetology, 
Welding, and Auto Body. The gender ratio of the population 
was another primary reason for my choice. There were almost 
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an even number of female and male students; secondly, I 
became fascinated by a unique gender distribution within the 
shop. During my initial time in the Computer Shop, I 
observed an interesting gender split. While it was apparent 
that both girls and boys were enrolled in this shop, there 
were only two girls enrolled in the Installation and Repair 
Component. The other two areas of the Computer Shop, Word 
Processing and Programming, had approximately the same 
percentage of girls and boys. Since even beginning workers 
graduating from the Installation and Repair made excellent 
wages, I focused upon ways that the girls might be 
positioned to eliminate this career option in such a 
lucrative field. 
Enticing questions evolved. What gendered discourses 
informed this split? Did parents, teachers, and guidance 
counselors (significant adults around schooling choices) 
directly or indirectly discourage their participation? Did 
media and other textual images of the feminine clash with 
computer installation and repair? Did textbooks and 
instruction within the shop subtly position this component 
as a male domain? What roles did the personal commitments 
and relationships of each of the girls play in their 
schooling? 
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Description of the Site 
The natural setting of this school was idyllic. 
Approaching this school, the road wound past trees and 
overlooked a river vista; it was a glorious setting in any 
seasons. The school itself was built of masonry in the late 
70's. Most of the building was carpeted and the custodial 
staff, with the constant support of students and teachers, 
maintained a building that reflected pride--lockers were 
intact and graffiti free, floors were clean, and classrooms 
and shops were attractively furbished. The school 
consistently spent top dollar on the most recent technology 
and equipment. 
At the time of this study, the school's instructional 
day was divided weekly between shop and academic classes. 
At that time, ninth and eleventh grade students rotated 
together, and tenth and twelfth grade students rotated 
together. The school weeks were divided into one week in 
shop, the next week in academics. This pattern continued 
for four terms of approximately ten weeks each. Thus, 
students spent five weeks in their shops and five weeks in 
their academic classes each term. This was sometimes a 
frustrating schedule for both shop teachers and academic 
teachers. On Friday, students left school from shop or 
classes and on Monday they returned to a totally different 
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setting. A student might have rotated from a shop with one 
set of rules and expectations to an academic schedule with 
eight periods of disparate rules and expectations. School 
began for both shop and academic weeks at 8:10 and closed 
with the 2:35 bell. 
The Computer Shop was visually divided into three areas 
of instruction (See Appendix A for map of the shop). As you 
entered the shop, the first area was Programming, in the 
middle of the area a Data Processing Component was run, and 
at the far end of the area, near the outside doors, was the 
Installation and Repair component. Each student had his/her 
own individual work station and/or computer. At the time of 
this study, the Computer Shop was filled with predominantly 
486 IBM computers, a few Pentiums, scanners, state of the 
art video equipment, and laser printers--technologically 
advanced shop equipment. During the 1996-7 school year, all 
486 Computers were replaced with Pentiums with CD ROM. 
Students in Installation and Repair spent most of the fall 
term cleaning the C drives of the obsolete 486 computers and 
installing programs in the new Pentiums. The shop supported 
equipment and opportunities for students to construct unique 
learning programs. That is, all of the instructors were 
willing to listen to student proposals about combining their 
areas of expertise. 
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Respect was expected among everyone participating in 
this shop. Although not required by the school, the three 
teachers dressed professionally and wore ties. Students 
were treated as "professionals" and expected to work, talk, 
and behave in manners that would be required in their future 
roles as Data Processors, Programmers and Installation and 
Repair Personnel. Students were generally working on 
assigned tasks, speaking in appropriate ways, and displaying 
job-appropriate behaviors. Students wore name badges that 
gave them access to the school (with their teachers' 
permission). Students and their teachers were sought out 
continually for advice on installing and maintaining 
computer operations throughout the school. Students were 
also sought out to make posters, forms, and other documents 
for the entire school. Students typed resumes, tests and 
assignment work sheets, and invitations and brochures for 
school advertisements and events such as the prom, open 
houses, and shop brochures to entice future students in the 
sending schools (recruitment of students was a vital 
component to keep the shop operational). Computer Shop 
students positioned themselves and were positioned in 
important and powerful school-wide roles of service and 




The student population of the school at the time of 
this study was approximately 460 students. Approximately 
66% were male and 34% were female. Nearly 37% were 
identified as low income. Students enrolled in Special 
Education comprised around 39% of the student population. 
Student attendance was problematic; the drop-out rate was 
also cause for concern. Many students held outside jobs and 
carried adult family responsibilities; school was of 
secondary importance in some of their lives. The school was 
predominantly white with only 6% minority student enrollment 
and no minority staff. Many students came from single 
parent or grandparent/aunt homes. A significant portion of 
the population was also either in foster homes or living 
independently through a local program for runaway teens. 
The six girls I selected to interview were not enrolled 
in special education. With the exception of one of them, I 
believe they had the potential to be competent students. 
Although several of the girls recounted how poor their 
families were, each of my informants was always meticulously 
groomed, dressed in stylish teenage garb, and did not 
receive free lunch. These girls were some of the most 
. • \ 
academically competent students in the school. Pseudonyms 
are used for all persons-students and teachers. 
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As previously noted, the Computer Shop was taught by 
three men. Ben Jones taught the Word Processing section and 
James Smith taught the Installation and Repair section. The 
third teacher was a first year teacher and not directly part 
of the study. Ben, fifty-two years old at the time of the 
study, had an extensive background in industry. He had a 
two year technical degree. James Smith, fifty-four years 
old, was an undergraduate student at the time of the study. 
He attended classes at a local college. James was an 
extremely proficient instructor, and regularly presented 
workshops on computer use for students, teachers, 
administrators, and college professors. Both of these men 
exuded professionalism and had the respect of students, 
peers, administrators, as well as business associates 
connected to their work. 
Design of the Study 
In order to address my primary research questions and 
identify subject positionings of the six girls, I designed 
this research to begin a formal cycle of research around 
three primary components. Upon securing access, I began 
participant observation and concurrently began to interview 
the girls in this study. Once the girls shared their 
textual preferences, I began an investigation of textual 
messages and the ways the girls used them. 
83 
Access to the Research Site 
During the initial phase of data collection, 1994-5, I 
asked my immediate supervisor, the academic coordinator, for 
permission to conduct a research project in the Computer 
Shop. After determining that I was not doing "anything 
outrageous" he readily granted permission for the study. I 
had previously spoken with Ben and James, who 
enthusiastically agreed to participate in this study. The 
necessary school officials supported the study. The 
assistant superintendent readily agreed to printouts of 
student population data that I requested. The study seemed 
to be approved and supported, but with little administrative 
interest. 
In the fall of 1995, I gained approval from the 
University Human Subjects Research Committee (See Appendix B 
for sample form). Once my forms were approved, I approached 
each formal participant and told him/her about my study. I 
then asked each of them to read, discuss, and sign, if 
willing, the form to participate in this study. I also 
asked the six girls to talk the study over with their 
parent(s)/guardian and asked them to grant permission for 
their child’s participation. All forms were signed and 
returned. Upon securing permission, I began the next phase 
of my research. 
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Research Cycles 
In order to construct biographical sketches and address 
my first research question about the subject positions of my 
informants, I planned to conduct ethnographic interviews in 
the following spring term. Since the questions driving this 
study are about girls' positionings and gendered 
participations, I selected only girls. From a list of 
potential informants chosen by Ben Jones from his area of 
instruction. Word Processing, I chose four tenth grade girls 
to interview—Susan, Virginia, Melissa, and Paula. The 
selection from James Smith's shop was simple and not really 
a selection. There were only two girls enrolled, Emily and 
Cathy. As previously stated, I planned to interview all six 
girls in the spring term. 
As probable in an ethnographic study, life interfered 
with this plan. In the early fall, Virginia, one of the 
tenth grade students, announced to me that she had decided 
to drop out of high school. Virginia was not currently a 
student of mine, but stopped by to visit with her new 
"family" the night of open house in October. Her new family 
was introduced and openly acknowledged to be bikers and 
pagan. Both the man and woman were dressed in head to toe 
leather and bore a striking resemblance to Willie Nelson. I 
quickly rearranged my original interviewing plans to talk 
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with Virginia as soon as it was convenient for her. She 
talked with me in November a week before she dropped out of 
school. The other five interviews took place as planned in 
the spring. 
All of the structured interviews with the girls in this 
study were in my classroom. After they had finished her 
shop work for the day, the girls were allowed to come down 
(individually) for the last period of the shop day (when I 
had a preparation period). I audio-taped each interview. 
I sat at my desk and listened. I did not take notes during 
the interviews because I wanted to concentrate fully on what 
each girl was saying to me. On some occasions there were 
interruptions by other students. During each interview, I 
invited each girl to tell me about her decisions to 1.) 
Attend this vocational school, 2.) Decide upon the Computer 
Shop, and 3.) Enroll in an area of specialty within the 
Computer Shop. I also asked about previous schooling and 
their families. In each interview, I inquired about texts 
that each girl enjoyed; texts specifically asked about 
included books, films, and computer games. Television, 
especially soap operas, surfaced as important texts in some 
of their lives. I also asked Emily and Cathy, the only two 
junior girls, about the Ethics Class. Goals for their lives 
were another part of the talk. Although these questions 
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formed the crux of the interview, I supported the directions 
each girl took around my core questions. For example, it 
was soon apparent that a major influence on schooling was 
their past and present boyfriends; I supported the student- 
centered talk. 
In order to address my second research question about 
texts, I constructed a third data base of feminist 
poststructuralist analysis of texts that focused upon gender 
issues. After rereading the transcripts of the girls' 
interviews, I listed the texts that they talked about. 
From this large list, I chose representative texts from a 
range of genres. I selected one text a number of the girls 
loved, Charlotte's Web. Next I selected R.L. Stine's What 
Holly Heard, a romance/horror book. I formed a personal 
schemata for these unfamiliar texts by reading and analyzing 
fourteen books by R.L. Stine. A soap opera text, Robin's 
Diary was also analyzed for this study. Again I lacked 
schemata for soap operas. At the girls' suggestion, I 
downloaded and analyzed summaries of General Hospital from 
"The Eighties" and "The Nineties" from their WEB site. 
I used feminist poststructuralist analysis to examine 
several magazines and instructional texts from the shop, as 
well as the ethics textbook used in a class required for all 
students enrolled in the Computer Shop. An analysis of 
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Mortal Kombat, a very popular computer game, was another 
part of this textual data base. Only two of the girls 
stated films as important to them. I had seen Forrest Gump 
and Gone With the Wind. I had never even heard of the movie 
Fear, emphatically described by one of the girls as "the 
best, the absolutely best movie I ever saw." Her talk about 
this film was so enthusiastic I rented this film and watched 
it. Since the genre of this film was horror/romance, I 
analyzed this film in conjunction with the Stine novels. I 
read and reread these texts in order to identify gendered 
discourses. As I responded to each selection, I kept a 
running record of gendered positionings of characters. 
In order to address my third research question around 
gendered discourses relevant to schooling contexts, I was a 
participant observer in both a shop and classroom setting. 
I analyzed micro and macro data related to the school. I 
analyzed qualitative and quantitative data about the 
students, staff and building itself. I searched for ways 
participants were positioned by schooling in general and 
their shop experiences in particular as gendered subjects. 
Then I began my investigation of computer culture with two 
specific participant observations of the girls' schooling 
within the shop environment. 
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My participant observation in Ben's shop area was 
during three terms of the 1994-5 school year. During this 
time, I gained a very broad perspective of this shop and I 
was able to identify more specific areas for my research. 
As previously stated, I decided one focus of this study 
would be the Installation and Repair Component of the 
Computer Shop. This was a complicated choice for 
ethnographic research. Students in this shop section were 
rarely together or taught as a group. Students were often 
not even in the shop, but out and about in the school. 
James Smith told me about a new related class he and the new 
teacher's aide, Martin Green, would be teaching in a whole 
group format. He planned to co-teach a related class around 
ethics. James was concerned about students' ethical 
participations in both the business and electronic 
communities, particularly around the Internet and data 
security. His students encountered both within a school 
setting and in a work setting. James proposed that I 
observe this class. After reviewing the limited participant 
observation options around this shop area, I readily agreed 
to his suggestion. I was most anxious to analyze the 
textbook for the class and observe ways Installation and 
Repair students positioned themselves and were positioned in 
this structured setting. 
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I began my term of participant observation in the 
Ethics Class. James and Martin took turns teaching the 
class. All eleventh grade students were required to take 
the Ethics Class. The class was comprised of students from 
Word Processing and Installation and Repair. Students were 
used to seeing me in their shop settings and paid little 
attention to my presence. Many students came by before or 
after class to share news of their lives (good grades, new 
jobs, movies and books they recommend, etc.) with me. The 
Ethics Class was almost solely an observation time for me, I 
rarely participated. Only at the end of the term, was I 
really a participant around the students' required final 
papers. At James's request (he had never taught writing 
such as these research papers), I provided feedback (on 
sticky notes) and helped to grade the papers. 
In order to learn about James's, Martin's and Ben's 
perspectives on their shop, I asked all three men to 
complete a questionnaire (See Appendix C questionnaire) at 
their convenience. James and Martin both immediately 
completed questionnaires around their perceptions of 
instruction in the shop observations. James Smith was the 
only adult participant willing to spend the time to be 
interviewed and audiotaped. He stated his interest in the 
topic and enthusiastically volunteered his time. This in- 
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depth interview with James also took place in my classroom 
during my preparation period. I asked general questions 
about the shop and how he saw the students making decisions 
and participating. Again I supported his lead around my 
general questions. Ben Jones stated his dislike of 
committing himself formally on paper or tape; he declined 
both the printed questions and a taped interview. 
Ironically, Ben and I shared the most time and informal 
talk. He continually talked about his philosophies and 
observations of the shop, life, and school. His perceptions 
were extensively reported in my field notes and data base. 
Through analysis of my field notes, textual analysis, 
and interview data, I sought to learn about ways that 
gendered discourses related to the girls in this study. I 
searched for ways agency or lack of agency impacted their 
lives. Each participant stated that she would like to have 
safe and rewarding personal relationships, a job that paid 
well, and safe, luxurious housing. Many life events and 
positionings curtailed or blocked the agency necessary to 
achieve their stated goals and dreams. 
Extensions of Initial Data Bases 
I wrote about the findings of this study in the 1996-7 
school year. Initially, I planned to limit data to that 
collected during the formal two years of my study. I worked 
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at this school again as an English teacher during the 1996-7 
and the 1997-8 school years; I was assigned as an aide in 
the Computer Shop during the 1996-7 school year. Perhaps 
inevitably, my informants continued to seek me out to share 
life events; I continued to read and reread texts suggested 
by the girls. Two of the girls, Paula and Melissa were 
enrolled in my eleventh grade English class that year. 
Susan and Emily dropped by frequently to chat. Paula kept 
up with Virginia's life. I decided that to be more 
comprehensive in my reporting of data, I should report 
relevant data gleaned during those years. A long term 
substitute who ran a teen parenting group also supplied 
information about Melissa after she dropped out. Where it 
increased understandings of any of the six girls' beliefs, 
decisions, and positionings, relevant data was added to my 
study. 
Positionings of Researcher 
I assumed four professional subject positions during 
this study. I was first and foremost a teacher. Secondly, 
I was a participant observer. A third role during my 
research project was that of an interviewer. At points 
during the study, I also collaborated with each of the three 
teachers. I recognized another subject position with Susan, 
Paula, and Melissa. Each of these girls related to me in 
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ways beyond that of student and teacher. I was in a more 
mentoring type role with Susan and Paula throughout their 
senior year. Melissa also positioned me as mentor/mother 
before she dropped out of school. 
Teacher 
I never totally left my role as a teacher responsible 
for discipline and instruction within this school setting. 
During my shop time, I was asked numerous questions by all 
my informants and the majority of other students with whom I 
came in contact in the shop. How do you print? Is this 
spelled right? Wanna see this? Do you think this is good? 
Would you like to keep this? I also dispensed passes and 
covered shop teacher absences during my observation times. 
Some students just wanted to talk--about their boyfriends 
and families, other classes, their health concerns, etc. I 
am certain that I was primarily viewed by all participants 
as a teacher first and secondly as a researcher. 
Participant Observer 
My participant observation in the shop was really a 
hands on experience. Although my primary role was to 
observe and take notes, I also helped out with instruction. 
In the fall, many students were beginning computer users. I 
showed them how to construct, save and edit files. As 
previously noted, I covered the shop, did discipline as 
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necessary, while Ben Jones or James Smith left for brief 
errands. I was usually the only adult female in the area 
(occasionally some of the other female staff dropped in for 
work orders, questions about their computers, etc.); I was, 
however, the only woman regularly present in the shop. 
My participant observation in the ethics class was 
almost solely that of an observer taking extensive notes. 
Students on occasion asked what page the teachers were on. 
Other students directed parenthetical comments about class 
discussions; this was true if a number of different 
conversations were happening at the same time (rare 
occurrence in this lecture). As I have noted my main 
participant activity was around the student papers which 
were assigned as the final assessment for the class. On 
several occasions James used me in his instructional 
examples. "What would Mrs. Shaw think of that?" I was 
never an active participant in this setting. 
Interviewer 
As a researcher, I assumed the role of interviewer in 
order to include another important lens to this study. I 
invited my informants to share the world as they see it. As 
in any interview, I was told only what each informant was 
willing to talk about during a taped interview. I strove to 
maintain a neutral and non-judgmental stance as each 
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participant talked. I lost that stance a few times; the 
girls' talk about dropping out of school and participating 
in obviously dangerous behaviors and relationships pulled me 
back into an almost parental role. At the end of each 
interview, I encouraged each of my informants to return and 
talk and/or write down other thoughts they wished to share. 
With the exception of Emily, all the respondents formally or 
informally initiated further talk and brought by books that 
they thought I would like. 
Collaborator 
My fourth role during this study was that of 
collaborator. All of the three men involved in the study 
sought me out to share moments from our mutual time 
together. Sometimes this was a laugh at a funny occurrence 
that we were all too professional to have in front of the 
students. When punishments were appropriate, I was often 
asked for input. My most definite role as a collaborator 
was in relation to the Ethics Class. James and Martin 
stated uneasiness at teaching writing and framing research 
papers. As noted, I was asked to help out and I did so. I 
always felt included in the "business" of the shop and 
classrooms run by each of these men. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 
My data collection relied on several methods. For this 
study, I utilized written field notes, notes from informal 
and formal talk, collections of student artifacts, audio- 
taped interviews, and questionnaires. I also amassed a 
large collection of relevant texts including books, 
magazines, textbooks, computer disks, printouts from the 
Internet, films, and student artifacts. Quantitative data 
around school statistics was provided by the school's 
administration. 
Field Notes 
During both phases of my participant observations, I 
compiled extensive footnotes. Notes were kept in a notebook 
with spaces to write reflections and additional information. 
I frequently recorded my personal thoughts and responses to 
observations. I also noted questions and specific issues to 
more closely observe. For example, visits to the nurse soon 
were apparent as an important part of shop life. Field 
notes were continually reviewed as new connections were 
apparent about ways that gendered subject positionings 
occurred in other sections of the data collection. Analysis 
of my field notes entailed highlighting participants' 
gendered positionings and participations. 
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Formal and Informal Interviews 
During the two years of the study, I had many formal 
conversations (defined as explicitly about the study) and 
informal conversations (related to the shop and/or students' 
lives, but not explicitly in reference to my study) with 
participants. I regularly conversed with my informants--in 
the Computer Shop, teachers' room, library, at bus duty, 
during my preparation periods, in my classroom, and just 
walking into the building together. These conversations 
ranged from a brief greeting to an extended discussion of 
educational theories and practices with the other teachers. 
Students dropped by during my prep periods to talk, make up 
missed work, share new outfits, celebrate good grades, 
and/or seek input around concerns (family issues, conflicts 
with other teachers, boyfriend problems or other important 
issues). 
The six girls in this study and James, one of the shop 
teachers, participated in audio-taped interviews. The tapes 
were transcribed mostly by me and partly by a paid 
transcriber. Many parts of the tapes were repeatedly 
listened to (garbled talk, segments with outside 
interruption, places where we talked over each other, and 
informant talk that was too soft to hear). The 
transcriptions were written with space for notes and other 
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additions. I also noted places where I had more questions. 
I wanted to be prepared if an opportunity for another 
conversation with the respondent occurred. This happened 
several times especially around texts. When I saw several 
of the girls, I asked for further information about a text 
they had mentioned. The most prolonged post interview 
discussion of this sort was around Robin's Diarv. the soap 
opera text. I continually asked Susan, Melissa, and Paula 
for background information and explication of what was 
happening in the story. With their help and the histories 
pulled off the Internet, I became reasonably fluent in 
General Hospital. 
In order to ascertain major subject positionings of 
each of the six girls in this study, I coded each segment in 
two general patterns. The girls' talk fell into two broad 
areas. They were positioned and positioned themselves 
around their personal relationships, and they were 
positioned and positioned themselves as students and 
workers. Within the area of personal relationships, the 
girls focused primarily upon their romantic relationships 
and their family lives. They all shared the position of 
Computer Shop student. However, there were striking 
differences in their current participations in the trade, as 
well as in their projected career paths. 
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Student Artifact Collections 
Students and teachers regularly provided me with a 
number of written artifacts. These ranged from art work 
done on computers to term papers. I also edited some 
student artifacts on the screen and edited or read hard 
copies of texts which students shared with me. Even 
students not in my study presented me with artifacts. I 
took them graciously, but they did not in any significant 
way become part of the data base for this study. Some 
artifacts, like the poster constructed by Paula and Virginia 
for the school's Violence Prevention week were displayed and 
then destroyed. 
Questionnaires 
As stated earlier, I asked each of the three teachers 
to complete a questionnaire. I realized that their school 
time was limited and I hoped that they would take more time 
to consider the questions at their own convenience. Both 
James and Martin responded within the week I give them the 
questionnaire. James was most anxious to set up an 
interview to continue the discussion. As previously stated 
Ben was resistant to putting anything in writing. I asked 
him several times about completing the questionnaire, and 
each time he put me off. He never directly said no, but by 
the spring of that school year, I realized that he probably 
99 
would neither respond to the written questions or find time 
for an interview. This became obliquely clear one May 
morning when he hesitantly told me of his dislike of 
committing anything to paper or tape. Ben related stories 
from his past work in industry where written statements had 
gotten others into trouble. 
My analysis of the questionnaires entailed grouping 
comments about shop participations, school-wide 
participations, and the ethics class. I also searched for 
ways both of these teachers saw students making decisions 
about their current schooling and future career 
expectations. Ways that these teachers framed success in 
their program and eventually in life were another focus of 
my analysis. 
Text Collection and Analysis 
For the data base relating to texts, I gathered many 
relevant texts that I owned—Charlotte’s Web. James and the 
Giant Peach, and Bridge to Terabithia; I reread each of 
them. I also borrowed many texts from the shop--computer 
repair manuals, loose leaf binders, magazines, etc. I 
rented Fear. I bought three computer games—Quake (mistaken 
for another title), Beat the House, a card game, and Mortal 
Kombat, a simulated fighting game. I borrowed Robin's Diary 
from Paula, and I searched the shelves of Barnes and Noble 
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for the availability of other titles mentioned by the 
respondents. I easily found shelves of titles by both 
Christopher Pike and R.L. Stine. I read selections new to 
me. I installed (after quite a few tries) two of the 
computer games. I observed both of them and chose Mortal 
Kombat to analyze because it was more story-like than the 
card games and it at least had characters (since several of 
the girls indicated a love of card games, this would 
probably be useful in a larger study). I also reread and 
took notes about the ways that the ethics textbook. Ethics 
in American Life, reflected gendered discourses. 
I took extensive notes about obvious as well as subtle 
gender discourses in each text. I identified ways that 
girls and women were omitted or minimally included. I 
searched for gendered participations in the text. In 
addition, I noted gender issues regarding vocabulary and/or 
grammar. For the computer game, I watched it being played 
and analyzed the instruction manual. Because of the limited 
scope of this study, I narrowed the textual data base to 
five primary texts to scrutinize. I began analysis with 
Charlotte's Web. I next investigated Robin's Diary, the 
soap opera text. One of the fourteen R. L. Stine's books I 
that I read. What Holly Heard , was micro-analyzed and 
discussed in relation to the film Fear. I also analyzed 
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two texts directly related to the Computer Shop—Mortal 
Kombat and Ethics in American Life. Computer messages, 
Internet interactions, and magazines in the Computer Shop 
were also briefly discussed. 
Limitations of Data 
I acknowledge that a larger, more comprehensive study 
would have yielded significantly more information about my 
informants and their positionings. If I were to construct a 
larger study, I would include parent and other family member 
interviews, guidance counselor interviews, peer interviews 
(particularly the young men involved in relationships with 
the girls), and other adults in the school. My textual 
analysis would be expanded to include more media texts, more 
romances and horror texts, all of the textbooks used by each 
informant, and longitudinal observations of instructional 
contexts from their earlier and present schooling. This, as 
all studies, was limited to specific data collected during 
limited time frames. 
Chapter Summary 
This dissertation is based upon ethnographic methods. 
From interviews, conversations, and student artifacts, I 
construct biographical sketches of each participant's past 
and present subject positions. Using both my knowledge of 
the girls and information gleaned from each of their 
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interview transcripts, I write about their beliefs, 
decisions, and the ways the girls talked about their 
positions in the past, present, as well as projected them in 
their futures. In order to address my first research 
question about the gendered positionings of the girls in 
this study. Chapter IV presents biographical sketches and 
the primary subjectivities of each of the six participants. 
I begin with the Word Processing students, Susan, Virginia, 
Melissa and Paula and end with the girls from the 
Installation and Repair, Cathy and Emily. I also discuss 
interrelated aspects of their discursive practices. 
In Chapter V, I address my second research question 
about the gendered subject positioning of men and women in 
contemporary texts (those in circulation and use). Using my 
notes from the texts that I analyzed, I relate information 
garnered form an extensive base of texts. I start with a 
discussion of textual gendered discourses related to the 
girls' positionings. Aesthetic texts that are investigated 
are predominantly from the genre of romance/horror in a 
variety of formats including computer games, television, and 
films, as well as books. I continue with a number of 
information texts related to the Computer Shop. Through 
feminist poststructuralist analysis and discussion of these 
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texts gendered discourses related to the girls in this study 
emerge. 
In Chapter VI, I generate a "thick description" of 
schooling contexts related to this study. In these 
descriptions, I present an overview of the ways instruction 
generally occurs in two specific areas of the Computer Shop. 
I also present instances where gendered participations 
and/or positionings happened, or, at times, did not happen. 
I situate these two discrete instructional contexts within 
the larger institutional contexts and positionings of 
gendered participation within and across this particular 
vocational high school. 
In Chapter VII, I discuss my findings and conclusions. 
The interrelatedness of texts and contexts is discussed. 
Ways that the lived lives of the girls mirrored, 
contradicted, and resisted cultural discourses around gender 
are summarized. I next share implications of the study and 
suggest further research relevant to teen pregnancy and teen 
parenting, the alarming drop out rates, and personal safety 
for the girls. I postulate textual and pedagogical changes 
that might support equity of opportunity for girls, 
especially working class girls. 
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CHAPTER IV 
SUBJECT POSITIONINGS OF THE GIRLS 
What she is leaving with us— 
the stories and remembered accounts 
is primarily what she was able to tell 
and what we are able to remember (p. 6). 
Leslie Marmon Silko (1981) STORYTELLER 
In this chapter, I present biographical sketches of six 
girls, who at the time of this study, were enrolled in the 
Computer Shop of a rural vocational high school in New 
England. In these sketches of the girls I describe salient 
subject positionings. These stories from their lives are 
based on at least one structured ethnographic interview with 
each participant, my four years of work in the Computer Shop 
as an academic support person and two terms of participant 
observation. These school observations provided a more in- 
depth account of the ways these six girls were expected to 
participate in the Computer Shop and the wider context of 
this particular vocational high school. 
In addition to more formal data collection, I included 
information gleaned from many informal conversations with 
and about each participant. Since this particular school 
had a small population of students (under 350), I knew each 
girl in the study. At the time of the interviews, Emily was 
a student in my eleventh grade English class, and Melissa 
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was a student in my tenth grade English class. Cathy and 
Susan had both been students in my ninth grade English 
class, and Virginia had been enrolled in my ninth grade 
drama class. Paula was the only student at the time of the 
interviews not to have been one of my students. I knew 
Paula, however, from my work as an aide in the Computer 
Shop. 
A most dramatic difference occurred between the 
interviews with the four young women selected from the Word 
Processing section and the interviews with the two girls 
enrolled in the Installation and Repair section. Cathy and 
Emily, the two girls working with machines, were extremely 
reticent. With their heads bowed and shoulders slouched, 
they both had difficulty articulating their decisions 
related to school, their goals, and texts that were 
important to them. Although they enthusiastically stated 
that they wanted to talk with me, both of them were timid. 
They both seemed anxious to finish the interview. 
The four young women in the Word Processing section 
were much more loquacious; they wanted to TALK. Their talk 
extended past the interview time, and it included post¬ 
interview conversations initiated by them—books were 
brought to me, compositions were written in my English 
classes, conversations were begun (especially in the 
106 
Computer Shop where I worked as an aide), and texts were 
recommended (films, soaps, computer games). Extensive talk 
permeated the interactions of these girls, especially Susan 
and Paula. 
Since I do not presume to know intimately the 
motivations and/or thoughts of the girls in this study, I 
use my data to discuss some of their gendered discursive 
positions and uses of agency. Agency in this study is 
defined as the girls' power to act in ways that supported 
their own interests and stated desires. Such agency was 
stated as a goal by each of young women. Each of my 
participants articulated a desire for subject positionings 
and autonomy that allowed them to act in their own interests 
in their present and future relationships and 
schooling/careers. Susan, Virginia, Melissa, Paula, Cathy, 
and Emily openly stated desires for well paying, interesting 
careers, comfortable, stylish consumer durables, and safe, 
personally rewarding relationships. In keeping with my 
theoretical frame, I refer to such goals as the "American 
Dream" discourse. 
The girls' subject positionings and power varied 
throughout many areas of their lives. Their gendered 
subject positions often reflected societal discourses of 
powerful institutions such as family, media, school, and 
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religious sites. Powerful meta-narratives relating to 
romance, other personal relationships, and school/careers 
impacted the girls' subject positionings in their 
relationships and schooling/career. Contradictory and 
competitive subject positionings reflected the multiplicity 
of gendered discourses operating in their lives. 
In order to present these interrelated aspects of 
discursive practices in the linear frames demanded by 
writing, I discuss my findings in relation to two powerful 
discourses around gender. The two major patterns of 
relations that were evident in my data related to personal 
relationships and schooling/career possibilities. These 
patterns were only divisible as strands to pull out and 
examine. With my computerized crochet hook I carefully 
lifted strands from the fabric of the girls' lives to pull 
out some of the main yarns and analyze them before I gently 
positioned them back into the material of their origin. 
The individual threads of the girls' lives included 
myriad, often competitive subject positionings such as 
daughter, romantic partner, patient, student, person on 
probation, caretaker, "fun-seeker," consumer, reader, media 
respondent, game player, Internet user, sister, worker, 
worshiper, and/or friend. Two of the six girls were 
parenting their own babies. The ways that the girls 
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participated in relationships included positionings that 
were not static, but shifting and often contradictory. 
Their subject positions were informed by discourses which 
frequently led to gendered discursive practices. It is 
these discursive practices that I explore in relation to the 
girls' subject positions in some of their personal 
relationships and their schooling and projected careers. 
The present subject positions and discursive practices of 
these informants are likely to also severely impact their 
futures. 
The discursive practices related by the girls were 
often contradictory around their present behaviors in 
relation to their stated goals. Some of their 
participations, or in some instances lack of participations, 
rendered them invisible and/or marginalized in their 
personal and career pursuits. Davies (1993) highlights the 
tensions around gendered subject positionings as those 
"between simultaneously becoming a speaking, agentic subject 
and the co-requisites for this, being subjected to the 
meanings inherent in the discourses through which one 
becomes a subject" (p. 22). The three discourses of primary 
importance in this study were around relationships, 
schooling and careers. Since schooling and career were 
tightly linked in the girls' lives, I discuss these two 
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discourses in the same section. This combination also 
allows me to highlight many of the contradictions and double 
binds the girls stated around their present schooling and 
desired careers. 
All of the girls in this study were in gendered subject 
positionings that were "precarious, contradictory and in 
process" (Weedon, 1993, p. 33) and that related to the 
context. That is, depending upon each of the girl's subject 
positionings, there were differing, often competing, 
emotional and cognitive demands upon her person. For 
example, Virginia's expressed sense and understandings of 
the world in her position of "good" student were very 
different than her sense and understandings of the world in 
her positionings as teen mother or pagan participant. 
Biographical Sketches 
In this chapter, I begin with brief biographical 
sketches of each of my informants. After these 
introductions of the girls, the bulk of this chapter 
analyzes some of the discourses related to the girls' 
gendered subject positionings around their personal 
relationships and schooling/careers. 
Susan 
Susan was seventeen years old at the time of our 
interview; since she had failed her first attempt at ninth 
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grade, she was only a sophomore, one of the oldest in her 
class. Susan was a familiar face to me. She was a student 
of mine in her first ninth grade English class. Susan was 
well liked by her peers and adults. She generally wore a 
smile and was continually socializing with others. Susan 
was a generous person—ready to lend a hand to any person 
needing assistance. Susan was most eager to talk with me 
and often dropped by to share news of her life both in and 
outside of school. Susan had dealt with and was dealing 
with many problems in addition to poor performance in 
school. 
Susan literally looked like a ten year old child. When 
she put her hair into pony tails, and wore bare midriff tee- 
shirts and jeans, she was deceptively childlike. Her 
mannerisms included pouting. Lisping on purpose contributed 
to a further sense of conversing with a tiny waif. This 
sense of innocence was quickly dispelled as Susan talked 
about her life experiences which included extensive 
"partying," a euphemism for drug and alcohol use, sexual 
activity since she was thirteen, and her stressful family 
subject positionings. 
Virginia 
Virginia, a tenth grade student, popped into my 
classroom during the school's November Open House year. 
Ill 
She proudly introduced me to two aging bikers in leather 
from head to toe as her soon to be housemates and employers. 
She confidently announced that she would be dropping out of 
school very soon to live with them and work in their newly 
opened pagan book store. I immediately rearranged my spring 
interview plans, and we talked a few days later. 
On the afternoon of our interview, Virginia, for the 
last time, bounced into my classroom dressed as usual in 
size eight jeans and a tee-shirt. She had just cut her long 
dark hair which was beautifully groomed into a short style. 
Her manner was light and she filled the room with her energy 
and smile. Her easy manner did not in any way disclose the 
turmoil she may have felt at making such an important 
schooling decision. She shared pictures of her niece and 
her new baby nephew. Both her brother Jerry and his 
girlfriend Kelly had been students in one of my English 
classes. As always I was delighted with her intelligence 
and boundless enthusiasm; her joie de vivre infused the 
room. 
Melissa 
Melissa moved in calm and cautious ways. She was 
exceptionally kind-almost adult-like—in her relationships 
with both adults and her peers. This was true even when 
there was a conflict with another student—usually with 
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another girl over a boy. I often observed Melissa seeking 
out the person(s) with whom she had a conflict and trying to 
resolve issues in a non-violent fashion. At times, she 
missed class for formal mediation with other students to 
resolve conflicts. Melissa talked or wrote about her 
family, her boyfriend, and her pregnancy fears. She never 
talked or wrote about her toddler. 
Melissa did not fit the "teen queen" stereotype in looks 
either; she was around a size 16. During school, I never 
observed her wearing tight or revealing clothes. She did 
not have her body parts pierced and displayed. There were 
no showy tatoos. She typically dressed in jeans and 
designer sweatshirts that were always immaculate. Melissa 
wore top brand sneakers. Her meticulously groomed hair 
varied from long and naturally brown to a chin length blond 
bob. She moved with calculated assurance, but not in ways 
to display her body. Melissa had the clean-cut wholesome 
look that bespoke car pools, tennis games, and nurturing, 
supportive parents. Her looks belied her life. 
Paula 
My two formal interviews with Paula, a tenth grade 
student, were the longest. She enjoyed the first interview 
and asked to come back and talk again. She had a lot to say 
about every topic, and she regularly sought me out to share 
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both gossip and bits of her life. Paula wore her long blond 
hair in typical teen styles; she had a spiral perm and wore 
her hair loose, in a bun, or pulled back with barrettes and 
other accessories. She looked a bit myopic behind her 
glasses. She often wore clothes that clung to her size 
fourteen body. Paula was emotional at times and dropped by 
my room to vent, and, at times, to cry about both personal 
and school dilemmas. She tended to be quite self-righteous 
and did not tolerate a lot of deviation from paths she 
considered "right." She exuded academic confidence. 
Paula was also somewhat cautious in her movements and 
tentatively approached subjects that she did not feel an 
authority about. She was involved in many aspects of school 
life. She served her school through participations in clubs 
such as student government. National Honor Society, and fund 
raising events, but she never participated in sports. In 
fact, gym was a sore subject for her and had kept her off 
high honors more than once. Paula resisted gym in any way 
that would not impact her grades. That is, she chose gym 
period to participate in many of her other school-sanctioned 
activities. Paula, like many of the girls who hated gym, 
often opted for "aerobics class" which was really a 
euphemism to retreat into the girls' locker room away from 
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the watchful eyes of the two male gym instructors and gab 
away the gym period. 
Cathy 
Cathy, a junior, was one of two girls enrolled in the 
Installation and Repair Component of the Computer Shop. I 
knew Cathy fairly well as a student; two years ago she had 
been enrolled in my ninth grade English class. She was 
extremely quiet during the interview and mostly smiled at 
each topic. She spoke shyly and offered little information 
other than that specifically related to the questions I 
asked. Throughout the interview, she continued to smile a 
lot and seemed most eager to give a "right" answer and 
please me. I noticed the most enthusiasm when she talked 
about one popular film, Fear, Romeo and Juliet, and other 
activities remembered fondly from ninth grade English. She 
was less ebullient in talk about her shop. 
Cathy dressed immaculately in typical teenage garb. 
She never talked about looks although she kept her long dark 
hair in various styles from flowing to her waist to a prim 
bun. Cathy's size twelve clothes were never tight and/or 
revealing, and varied from sweats and jeans to a very 
tailored classic look. Cathy was also well liked by her 
peers because she was respectful to them as well as adults 
in the building (this was in marked contrast to a majority 
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of extremely vocal girls who were rude and surly to both 
their peers and the adults in the school). 
Emily 
Emily, also a junior, was the only other girl enrolled 
in the Installation and Repair section of the Computer Shop 
at the time of this study. She appeared eager to 
participate in the interview, but seemed shy and found it 
hard to articulate her responses, many of which were 
monosyllabic and/or a shrug. Emily was in my eleventh grade 
English class at the time of the interview. She talked 
about the prom, her family, and her health problems. Emily 
looked like a waif. She had some health problems around her 
weight and was emaciated, perhaps even more so than Susan. 
Her wispy blond hair was cut short and she dressed in baggy 
clothing usually wearing one of the oversized hand knit 
sweaters made by her gram. Emily, much like Susan and 
Melissa, was exceptionally kind to those around her, and was 
often seen helping others out. 
Personal Relationships 
Discourses around relationships were paramount in the 
girls' lives. Three arenas of personal interaction were 
apparent in my data. First of all boys were on their minds. 
Their families were also vitally important to each of them. 
They talked less in-depth about a third arena, peer 
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relationships. However, on some levels their friends 
influenced, challenged, and validated who they were as young 
women. 
Boys were a number one priority. They talked 
extensively about initiating, maintaining, and terminating 
romantic relationships. "Looking good" mattered. It was 
the most talked about factor in relationships with boys. 
Concepts of contemporary feminine beauty were a focus of 
most of my informants. Discourses around beauty overlapped 
discourses of romance. The girls wanted to look attractive, 
and they wanted to care appropriately for the young men in 
their lives. They also wanted to be cared for. Looks, 
mannerisms, and accouterments to enhance their personas 
highlighted their talk. Discourses relating to romance 
filled their lives; it was critical in their minds to be 
involved with boys. 
The girls also talked a lot about their family 
relationships and responsibilities. Discourses around 
feminine responsibilities and obligations permeated their 
talk and behaviors. They were daughters, sisters, aunts, 
and mothers. The impact of discourses around caring and 
supporting others imbued their talk of family. The girls 
were often torn between these subject positions and ones 
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important to their own agency in school, with their peers, 
and in their futures. 
Peer relationships were mentioned in more oblique ways. 
Virginia and Paula were the only two respondents to talk 
directly about the impacts of their long friendship. There 
was obvious competition among the girls involved with two 
boys at school, Andrew and James. Peer loyalties often 
competed with and overlapped with romantic discourses that 
advised the girls to "fight for their man." Andrew was or 
had been sexually involved with Susan and Virginia. James 
was or had been sexually involved with Melissa and Cathy. 
Paula dated another boy at school, Jerome, before Cathy 
became involved with him. The girls were all in the same 
shop where tensions around such connected relationships were 
inevitable. Termination of relationships was generally seen 
as painful and difficult territory. 
At times, a lack of assertiveness limited or curtailed 
the girls' expressions of their needs, interests and desires 
in both personal relationships and career positions. 
Several of the girls typically depended on others to begin 
and maintain conversations. Some of the tape-recorded 
conversations were so soft that I could not transcribe them. 
The girls reported difficulty standing up to their parents, 
teachers, boyfriends, and peers. Paradoxically their 
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perceptions of themselves as caretakers allowed them to 
stand up for others—siblings, their own children, their 
parents, boyfriends, and peers. I begin with a section on 
the significant ways that some of the girls in this study 
achieved the feminine beauty they deemed necessary for 
heterosexual attractiveness. Next I detail relevant talk 
and actions around romance. The concluding segment on 
personal relationships reports the girls' critical subject 
positions connected to discourses around families. Subject 
positionings in relation to peers are reported when 
relevant. All of these personal relationships were 
interrelated and shaped the myriad storylines in the lives 
and futures of the girls. 
Beauty 
One discourse of import to these adolescent girls was 
"looking good" to initiate and maintain relationships with 
boys and peers. Being attractive and fitting in were 
important. Body size, clothing, and accessories were 
important to the girls' feminine images. Thinness was a 
goal at any price for Susan and Emily. Paula spent much of 
her discretionary income on stylish clothing and earrings; 
she had multiple ear piercings. Cathy had an extensive 
wardrobe, but only traditional pierced ears. Virginia, 
Susan, Emily, and Melissa, the poorer girls, did not 
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explicitly state concerns around high status items. It 
appeared that they at least partially resisted a focus on 
clothing and accessories. They did not even have 
traditional pierced ears (at least they wore no earrings). 
However, even to a casual eye, these girls were immaculately 
groomed and took some care with their hair. Melissa spent a 
lot of time on her hair (colored, frequently cut, and 
consistently styled). Only Virginia made a statement in 
both her appearance and in her talk. 
Concessions to discourses around attractiveness of the 
female body were evident. Body image was a critical point 
with most of my respondents. Although they were at opposite 
ends of the weight scale, both Melissa and Emily tried to 
cover up their figures by wearing baggy clothing. Emily 
hunched over keeping as small a position as possible. Susan 
and Paula flaunted their bodies. Paula and Susan also wore 
most revealing clothes—bare midriff, see-through blouses 
and very short skirts and dresses. Only Virginia and Cathy 
positioned their bodies in ways that neither exhibited nor 
covered them. 
Femininity in this culture was constructed in ways that 
positioned women and girls to be small. This was true for 
both their bodies and their psyches. Attractiveness of 
women seemed irrevocably tied to an emaciated look. Models, 
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MTV stars, and actresses they wished to emulate were often 
incredibly thin. Sickness was part of the price. Sickly 
women lacked power emotionally, physically and 
intellectually. Bordo's (1996) "ideology of hunger" 
positioned Susan and Emily into such thin and tiny body 
goals that their health suffered. 
Since I had known her, Susan had been under medical 
care for anorexia. Her stomach made strange gurgling noises 
which she could produce on demand. Typical of anorexia, 
Susan's perception of herself as overweight did not match 
her physical appearance. Susan proudly told me that her 
weight was 96 pounds and that she had successfully beaten 
her eating disorder. "I don't get sick anymore." She 
reassured me that any diet now (at the time of the study, 
she had just lost fourteen pounds) was purely for health 
reasons. Displaying almost total agency around her food, 
Susan decided what and how much she would eat. "I eat. I 
was just on a health food diet. So I lost a lotta weight 
'cause I was eatin' a lot of greasy food. Now I don't eat 
any of that stuff." From her 96 pound weight and her 
obviously emaciated figure, it was clear that she had not 
yet come to terms with her body. 
Susan was interested in cultural discourses around 
health, as well as beauty. When she and I talked about 
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texts she liked she replied, "I read all kinds of stuff, 
whatever sounds interesting. I read magazines. I like 
reading health magazines. I like questions and answers. 
Yeah, I like the ones with the recipes and stuff, yeah." 
Susan appeared to want to improve health and eating 
problems. However, she still focused upon her weight--"When 
I was going out with Andrew, I was fat. I was getting fat. 
I was throwing up, but not every day—just a lot-umm, I 
weighed like 116 pounds." She looked even tinier than she 
had in the ninth grade. Susan was trapped in competing 
discourses around feminine beauty and health. Although she 
acknowledged concerns about health from ingesting so few 
calories, she continually contradicted her stated goals 
around maintaining her health. 
Emily also had an eating disorder. As previously 
noted, she too looked like a waif. She also had health 
problems around her weight. She complained of feeling sick 
a lot of the time. Emily, much like Susan, wanted a small 
body. She definitely was not into health food or nutrition. 
I often observed her eating, or at least carrying around, 
"junk" food. It was a standing joke between us—"Don't you 
ever eat anything but those cookies and drink anything but 
Coke?" Emily stated fears of getting fat. She continued to 
lose weight throughout her senior year. She was emaciated, 
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perhaps even more gaunt than Susan. Her thin blond hair was 
cut short and never shone. Emily was usually wearing one of 
the gigantic hand-knit sweaters made by her gram. This 
placed further emphasis on her diminutiveness and unease 
about her body. Both Susan's and Emily's childish 
mannerisms contributed to their "little girl" looks. 
A third participant, Paula stated concern about her 
body size; she confided that she wore either a size fourteen 
or sixteen. She told me that her current boyfriend Edward 
yelled at her if she tried to watch her weight. She was not 
happy with the extra pounds she carried, but she never let 
her size dictate her clothing choices. She wore very short 
skirts, see-through blouses, and bared midriff. Paula 
acknowledged cultural discourses around tininess in women; 
however, she showed agency by resisting strictures, eating 
what she wanted and dressing in ways pleasing to herself. 
There were obvious tensions among cultural standards, her 
boyfriend, and herself. By this decision not to watch her 
weight, Paula gained access to the foods she loved; however, 
she lost any attempt to build better eating and exercise 
habits. 
Three of the participants, Virginia, Melissa, and Cathy 
never talked about their body size or appearance. They had 
little to say about clothing except in their observable 
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choices of stylish and "school-appropriate" clothing. I 
believe Virginia's pagan beliefs led to her overt resistance 
of cultural prescriptions about feminine styles. When I 
admired her new haircut, she shrugged her shoulders, 
dismissing the idea as if she considered her hair 
irrelevant. By negotiating between standard cultural 
discourses around the way women should look and her pagan 
beliefs that did not rely on outward beauty, Virginia 
relinquished patriarchal affirmation and gained a way to be 
accepted by those sharing her pagan beliefs. 
Melissa's only ostensible concession to style and 
beauty was her hair, which was colored and styled. She 
never talked about either her hair or her body size. She was 
definitely into large "women's" clothing. Cathy, although 
she never mentioned dress, wore the most expensive clothes. 
She owned many outfits that complimented her fuller figure 
(not diminutive, but around a size twelve). She always 
looked comfortable with herself whether it was a "prep" 
dress day or a jeans and sweatshirt day. 
Some of the girls in this study utilized top consumer 
durables to increase their attractiveness. These expensive 
desires competed with Susan's, Melissa's, and Virginia's 
financial resources; these three girls were poor. Paula and 
Cathy both owned cars and talked about them as accessories 
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to their person. Not only were they proud of their 
automobiles, but the cars were important in maintaining 
their relationships with their boyfriends. Paula drove 
Edward around. He had no money for transportation and had 
never even gotten a driver's license. Cathy also drove her 
boyfriend, Jerome, to school and other places. He had no 
money for transportation even though he had his own driver's 
license. Other than automobiles, the girls displayed few 
consumer durables to attract and keep boyfriends. All of 
these girls carried plain backpacks for their books, used 
minimal makeup, and did not reek of designer perfumes. 
Romance 
Discourses of heterosexual romance were apparent in 
each of these girls' lives. Romantic relationships were 
important and often were initiated and maintained at 
tremendous personal sacrifice for many of these girls. 
Their relationships with boys varied from Paula's and 
Susan's engagements to be married to Emily's just wanting a 
date for her junior prom. Cultural discourses placed a 
premium upon sexually active heterosexual involvements at a 
very young age. Two of the girls, Virginia, and Melissa, 
were teenage mothers. 
Adhering to a discourse of adulthood and, at times, 
resisting adult rules, were both achieved by being openly 
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sexually active. Susan had lived with boyfriends since her 
ninth grade year. Paula and Cathy lived at home, but 
maintained sexual relationships with their older boyfriends. 
As previously noted, Virginia lived with two aging bikers 
and was sexually involved with a number of men; polygamy was 
part of her religious beliefs. Two of the girls, Cathy and 
Melissa, dated James; at the time of the interviews Melissa 
was informally engaged and planning to set up housekeeping 
with James. Susan's first boyfriend Andrew was a student in 
the Computer Shop. Even though Virginia never dated high 
school boys while she was in school, ironically Andrew, 
Susan's first boyfriend, was named as the father of 
Virginia's son (in the local newspaper) and he ended up 
living with her. Emily was the least involved with boys; 
she just dated for special occasions such as the junior 
prom. By opting for zero chance of teen pregnancy, Emily 
risked being derided by her peers for not having a steady, 
sexually active relationship with a boy. 
Several of the girls believed in gendered discourses 
stipulating that women should be financially cared for by 
men. Susan was not living at home any more, but with her 
new nineteen year old boyfriend, Jack, who had graduated 
from high school and was working for his father. Susan took 
great pride in the fact that Jack took care of her. 
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According to Susan he brought home $800 a week from the 
family business, so she had very little financial motivation 
to begin a career of her own. A discourse of being taken 
care of by a man competed with her interest in completing 
school and building a career of her own. Jack provided 
traditional male support that went beyond food and housing; 
he also financially "treated" Susan to alcohol and drugs. 
Susan talked continually about partying (euphemism for heavy 
drinking and drug use) and having FUN. These were her 
stated priorities and her health and schooling suffered. 
There were, however, contradictions in Jack's financial 
support. The money he brought in quickly dissipated since 
their habits were expensive; he could not even afford his 
own place. "He lives with his parents." Susan contradicted 
herself about money later in this conversation when she said 
that her working was not important because, "He [Jack] 
doesn't need to worry about it [money]. So, he'd only have 
to work for a couple hours a day if he wants." 
Traditional discourses valuing romance, especially 
competition for a specific partner, often prevailed over 
friendships with other girls. This was especially evident 
in Susan's life. Susan always became tense when Virginia's 
name came up (By the end of the study Andrew, her ex¬ 
boyfriend, was living with Virginia and her baby son.) 
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During a discussion of boredom and dropping out of school, 
she stated her feelings and thoughts about Virginia and 
Andrew. "You know, me and Virginia had the same classes 
[long pause] Andrew got her pregnant when he was goin' out 
with me—Yep—He's with her now and he got her pregnant. I 
don't think they live together. They're just going out. I, 
I don't know who she lives with. I don't care. I don't get 
into their business. I don't pay any attention to it." 
Susan's pain about Andrew's betrayal was most apparent as 
she hung her head and softly talked about this time of her 
life; it must have been most difficult for her with both 
Andrew and Virginia in the same shop for the entire school 
day. Susan quickly shrugged off such concerns about Andrew 
as no longer bothering her at all. With a shake of her 
head, she emphasized, "Jack is all I care about and they 
[Andrew and Virginia] can do anything they want." Susan's 
substance abuse problems belied her easy dismissal of 
emotional pain. 
Romantic relationships, even risky ones like Susan's, 
were important to the other girls, especially Paula. She 
told me that she had a hard time talking to guys in person. 
In my observations, Paula had no trouble talking to guys; 
she was very popular with her fellow students (all boys) in 
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safety in hopes that they would eventually agree. Paula was 
in a bind between her romance and her obviously loving, 
caring parents. 
By April of Paula's junior year, just in time for the 
prom, she reported serious problems with her relationship 
with Edward. According to Paula, it all started around the 
junior prom and money. Initially she hinted that he just 
did not have enough money to dress appropriately for her 
junior prom. She was chairperson of the prom committee and 
was looking forward to this event. At this school 
attendance at the prom meant that you were "cool" and "in." 
Apparently this was the first source of contention between 
them. Paula told me that he had become most angry about her 
wish to attend this school event which Edward considered 
"childish." Edward had already borrowed money ($300) from 
Paula and she was hesitant about expecting it back; when his 
tax refund came, he promised to return the money. Paula 
confided that Edward had extremely violent moods where he 
literally punched out the walls of his apartment and ripped 
down his posters. When I asked what she did in response, 
she replied that she just waited in the kitchen for the mood 
to pass. She wondered if she had "done something." 
Reflecting a feminine discourse of caring, she said that she 
just catered to him until he was "back" to his "sweet" self. 
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As the weeks passed, Edward's behavior became more and 
more difficult. Paula blamed herself. "Edward thinks there 
are lots of things wrong with me—I'm insecure, too clingy, 
not independent enough for him." With her typical 
resourcefulness, she disclosed a campaign to move towards 
the improvement plan postulated by Edward. The next day she 
handed me a list of fifteen of her goals. They included 
marriage, career, college (at a not too difficult school so 
she would have plenty of time for him), and learning not to 
be so anxious and insecure all the time. In Paula's mind 
these were overlapping discourses and she did not consider 
the ways they were currently competing and might well 
compete in her projected future with Edward. 
Paula was caught squarely between competing discourses 
around women's roles of caring and independent action. I 
was not surprised when she came in devastated by Edward's 
next proposal that they break off their relationship for a 
month. This was a time of self-doubt for Paula. She blamed 
herself for the faltering of this relationship. A discourse 
of women's responsibility for personal relationships became 
apparent. Paula was consumed with Edward's needs. Every 
day she came into school with her head hanging low and with 
an expanded litany of what was wrong with her. Everything 
was wrong in their relationship including sex, and the 
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primary reasons were her faults catalogued by Edward. My 
teacher role took over as I asked her if she and Edward used 
condoms (she had previously reported trouble getting used to 
the pill). Paula reassured me that the pill was fine now; 
condoms were not a part of their lives. After one 
particularly difficult night with Edward, she told me that 
she cried as they attempted intimacy. She confided that she 
was terrified. She wanted to help Edward. His moods were a 
little more drastic than she had ever told anyone. He also 
was at least platonically (Paula suspected an intimate 
relationship) involved with a forty-one-year-old woman at 
work. She arrived at his apartment unannounced and when he 
answered the door, Paula saw this older woman kissing Edward 
passionately on the mouth before leaving. 
Paula felt that Edward was manic depressive and needed 
medication he could not afford with no health insurance. I 
again left my researcher role and advised her to talk with 
her parents (she said she just could not) and encourage 
Edward to seek competent medical help even if she had to 
help pay for it. Paula's participations in this 
relationship were taking a toll on her. In order to keep 
and display a boyfriend, she lied to her parents, lived in 
unease and fear, and catered to Edward's needs and desires. 
Paula was in a critical dilemma far removed from typical 
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teen prom jitters about what to wear and what to order for 
flowers. Paula viewed this relationship as the most 
important area of her life. 
Not only did Paula maintain her present romantic 
relationship, she was the only one of the girls to project 
her future romantic involvements and dreams. Paula often 
articulated specific personal goals for her future. She 
wanted to have six children and run a desk top publishing 
business from her home; she felt that her enrollment in the 
Word Processing Component of the Computer Shop would give 
her the skills to accomplish her dreams. Paula felt that 
she already possessed the computer skills to successfully 
operate just such a publishing company. Paula rather 
explicitly articulated the "American Dream" discourse she 
desired in her future. She decidedly wanted to be home when 
her children arrived home from school and have in her words 
"cookies and milk ready for them." After the birth of 
Virginia's son, Paula expressed extreme anger at Virginia 
for taking the one thing she felt she would be more 
competent at than Virginia—being a mother to a child. 
Paula wrote more about her projected romantic 
relationship in one of her English compositions as follows: 
WHAT I WANT TO BE--IF I GROW UP 
Everyone tells me that such a brilliant student 
always and must go on to college, so I will. I 
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figure I'll at least give it a try, do my best to 
make everyone happy. 
I plan on financing myself through school with a 
college loan from the bank and any money that was put 
aside for me by my parents. In school, I plan on 
majoring in Early Childhood Development and minoring 
in computer science. This way I can do the one thing 
I am positive I want to do with my life which is be a 
mother. 
In my home, I will run a computer repair, supply 
and maintenance business which means I can work at my 
own pace, watch and enjoy my children and cook dinner 
for and be with my husband. While my children are 
growing up, I will also take on substitute teaching so 
when my kids are in high school I can be a teacher full 
time. 
Then, when I'm fifty or so, it will be time to 
retire and spend my days in a cottage by the ocean 
petting my dog and walking in the sand with my balding 
husband. 
In this piece of writing Paula repeatedly expressed the 
importance of children in her future romantic relationship. 
She positioned her future around husband and children with a 
marginal interest in a career. Her romance of the future 
was with an unnamed man; he did not really fit Edward's 
profile. The life she described brought in several facets 
of cultural discourses about marriage and romance. The 
ultimate setting was far from dishes and the needs of a 
household; it was on a beach. The relationship was 
extremely long term; it was a relationship of love without 
disagreements, conflicts of interest, and/or problems. A 
loving pet, effortless career ("work at my own pace"), and 
cooperative children completed Paula's romantic scene. 
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Not all of the girls were so sure romance would go 
their way. When it came to romance, Cathy volunteered one 
decision she had made, a decision that implied that she was 
resisting romantic discourse. "I'm not going out with 
ANYONE. I just broke up and hurt James, and Jerome [a 
senior Machine Trade student at the school and Paula's first 
boyfriend] has a crush on me. He's not my type. I broke up 
with James ya know. He was verbally abusive. I wrote an 
essay about it in English and I'll bring it in and show 
you." She continued, "The essay is 'What's Love Got to do 
with It?' It tells about the first time I went to James's 
house for dinner. He got in a fight with his father who 
abuses him. We were eating chicken and his father said I 
had to eat my chicken with my fingers. Ms Shaw, I politely 
told him I was not brought up that way, and he told me, 
'You're in my fuckin' house and you'll eat the way I say.'" 
This incident scared Cathy and related to her attempt at 
resisting romantic discourse. We talked about how hard that 
decision was when she felt that James still needed her, but 
how dangerous the relationship was when he had already 
verbally abused her. In addition, James had a reputation 
for physical abuse. She felt that her current decisions 
around boys were sound and that if she did become involved 
with a boy and then tried to follow her dream career and 
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enlisted in the Army that it would not "work out." Cathy 
was pulled between discourses around "the price" of having a 
relationship and her own personal well-being. She could not 
articulate a way to combine her romance and career. 
Although Cathy and Melissa both dated James, they had 
nothing to say about each other. Paula's past relationship 
with Jerome, Cathy's boyfriend, had occurred during junior 
high and did not seem to be an issue with either girl. The 
only discussion around this was not competitive, but rather 
Paula musing, "I don't believe I went out with that jerk." 
Paula stated that he had not been a real boyfriend, but just 
some one to talk with at school and on the phone. During 
her senior year, however, Cathy started dating Jerome, a 
volatile student in my senior English class. Since both her 
class and his class met at the same time and they were only 
two doors down, Cathy spent a lot of time in my room. 
Jerome was the tallest boy in the senior class; he also had 
a reputation for controlling and abusing the girls he dated. 
Cathy assisted Jerome in his school work because he was in 
danger of not graduating due to several poor grades. Cathy 
also tried to appease Jerome when he was in a bad mood. 
Even his buddies "jokingly" warned her to stay away from him 
"when he was like that." 
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Jerome openly admitted, "I like girls to do what I 
want." He towered over Cathy in possessive ways during 
school time. Jerome did not just scare the girls. He also 
had a reputation for violent talk and behavior with adults. 
Several of his teachers (men and women) refused to be alone 
in the same room with him. His shop teacher reported that 
he did not in any way trust Jerome; he was pretty sure that 
Jerome had damaged equipment in the Machine Trade Shop, but 
without explicit proof, he felt Jerome could be dangerous in 
his retaliation. Jerome lived with his father and his 
brother since his mother had died when he was young. I 
watched them closely during break; he loved to order Cathy 
and she smiled submissively to his requests. Cathy and 
Jerome skipped school together—totally atypical behavior 
for Cathy. Cathy, until that point, had maintained a 
perfect discipline record. The tensions between Cathy's 
wariness of violent relationships and her romantic 
commitment to Jerome were apparent. Since I had known her, 
Cathy had dated at least two violent boys to maintain a 
romantic relationship. 
Melissa's personal relationship with James was also 
troubled. By the middle of her junior year Melissa was 
obviously wrestling with major decisions, and they had to do 
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with James. In Melissa's last paper before she left school, 
she shared her problems. She wrote the following: 
Oh, Mrs. Shaw, I am having the worst time. 
I have a lot on my mind right now. James' 
parents are moving to New Hampshire. So James is 
gonna be moving into his own place. That's just fine 
with me but he is also asking me if I would like to 
move in and live with him. 
Now, I would really like to except I am 
kinda scared because I have never actually been out 
on my own totally. 
I told him how I feel and he understands and 
accepts the fact that I am scared and to be totally 
honest, I think he is a little on the scared side 
himself. Even if he is, I don't think he would admit 
it to me anyway. 
I am really nervous about moving out on my own, 
but even if I don't move in with him, I am still 
gonna help him find a place. If I do decide to move 
in with him, though, my sister said she is behind me 
one hundred percent and she is gonna show me how to 
watch my money and stuff like that. I am also having 
a little problem personally. I think that there might 
be, a slight chance that I could be the big "P" word. 
I think I might go get a test to find out because 
there's no sense telling anyone if it isn't true. 
I'll let you know when I find out!! 
Melissa left school two days after she wrote this, and I 
never had an opportunity to talk with Melissa again. 
Emily's romantic involvements at the time of our 
interview were much less involved (She was not sexually 
active, or desiring to be sexually active) than the other 
girls. She was wary of being too involved with boys and 
talked extensively about her sister who was a teenage mother 
and how that was something she DEFINITELY did not want. 
Emily proceeded to tell me about Dumpy, her upcoming date to 
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the prom. She proudly told me that she would be back (if 
she went to Washington State to visit her uncle) in time for 
the prom. Since I had never observed her with a boy, I 
assumed he attended another school. She emphatically stated 
that George, alias Dumpy, went to school here, but was not 
her boyfriend. I inquired about George's last name. "I 
don't know. His nickname is Dumpy. He's in Ms _'s 
English class." I lost my ethnographer's stance totally as 
I told her in my most "teacherish and parental" manner that 
even if he did go to school here she should know the full 
name of any boy she was intending to go out with. Emily 
told me that this was not serious and no relationship was 
involved because there was "plenty of time" for all that 
later. Emily's firsthand knowledge of the potential 
consequences of teen pregnancy overrode the discourse 
insisting upon early heterosexual relationships for her. 
In summary, boys and romance were vital to each of the 
girls. Susan was living with an older man who loved to 
party. Virginia did not articulate much around romance; the 
facts spoke for themselves-just a few months after leaving 
high school she delivered a child at sixteen. Melissa was 
parenting a child and terrified of another pregnancy. Paula 
risked her safety on several fronts. She actually gave out 
real information in a "chat room" romance that evolved to 
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her complicated relationship with Edward. Paula subjected 
herself to erratic behavior on her boyfriend's part. Cathy 
dated two abusive boys. Emily, the least involved in teen 
romance, went to the prom with a boy she barely knew. 
Securing and maintaining relationships with boys impacted 
each participant in powerful ways. 
Family 
The other personal relationship that was important to 
the girls related to their families. Discourses around 
caring for and mothering others, biological as well as 
"adopted" family were paramount in most of the girls' lives; 
this included caretaking in their families. Discourses of 
self-sacrifice and nurturance were repeated throughout the 
girls' talk of family. In addition to the lengths they went 
to initiate and sustain heterosexual relationships with boys 
and men, each of the girls stated love and care for at least 
some members of their biological and/or self-selected 
families. Skipping school, placing school work as a low, or 
at times, impossible priority, standing up to adults, and/or 
taking care of and teaching children in their families were 
important obligations in their lives. They were in complex 
subject positionings of daughters, nieces, sisters, and 
mothers. 
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Susan's care was particularly important to her 
siblings. Even though Susan did not live with her immediate 
family, she was deeply entrenched in their lives. We talked 
about her family which consisted of her mother and two 
younger siblings—Maria, thirteen years old, and Ryan, five 
years old. Susan's mother was often hostile and aggressive 
to Susan and the other children. She often called Susan 
sexually explicit, derogatory names especially when they 
were fighting over two main issues—her living with her 
boyfriend and her mother's abusive treatment of her younger 
brother Ryan. I already knew that Susan was a primary care 
giver of her baby brother, Ryan. 
Susan was closer to Ryan than to Maria, with whom she 
had a competitive relationship. Susan wrote about this in 
an essay for shop. "I have a little brother and he's three 
years old. I love him dearly. My mother has been going to 
night classes so lately I've been baby sitting almost every 
night. Over the summer I also baby sit for him while my 
mother is at work." In fact when Susan was in my ninth 
class and I queried her about absences from school, her 
standard response was that she had to baby sit Ryan. 
Susan's subject positioning within her family went 
considerably beyond that of helping out with a little 
brother. Susan related instances where she had to intervene 
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to insure her brother's physical and psychological safety 
from their mother's wrath and unrealistic expectations 
around five-year-old behavior. Susan intervened much to her 
mother's displeasure when Ryan's preschool class sold candy 
for a fund raiser. Ryan, in preschool fashion, ate all the 
candy he was supposed to sell, and was headed to a violent 
punishment at their mother's hand. Susan arbitration saved 
him. "She doesn't understand...he's a little kid and did 
not know the difference. I told her to talk with him about 
it and she finally did...He's just a little boy." 
Jack, Susan's live in boyfriend, was lovingly described 
by Susan as a surrogate parent for Ryan. Susan never talked 
of children of her own. Pregnancy was probably not likely 
for Susan since her anorexia probably precluded her even 
having periods. Susan was, however, very involved in 
discourses around parenting and caring for children. "Thank 
God he sees Jack so he knows that not all adults act like 
that. He adores Jack and he's almost like a father." Susan 
was somewhat worried now that she no longer lived in her 
mother's home and could no longer regularly protect her baby 
brother. She was torn between romantic discourses placing 
Jack as her primary person to care for and mothering Ryan, 
who was now in a secondary position. 
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Virginia also was also tied to discourses of family 
commitment for her siblings that competed with her own 
goals. She was extremely committed to her family, including 
her brother Jerry's and his girlfriend Kelly's children, her 
four year old niece and infant nephew. They were always 
part of her talk and she shared pictures of her beloved 
niece and nephew whenever she saw me. Since their infancy, 
she had taken responsibility for their well being and 
nurturance. She was often critical of her brother's and 
Kelly's child-rearing and stated that she would treat the 
children very differently. She particularly did not like 
the way Kelly left them with others so she could attend 
college and go out with her friends. She correctly 
predicted that Jerry and Kelly's relationship would fall 
apart, and she worried about the two little ones on several 
scores. The children were Asian American and she worried 
not only about poor parenting, but about prejudice they 
would face in their predominantly white working class 
community. 
Virginia stated responsibility for teaching and caring 
for her younger siblings. She helped them with their school 
work. She also cared for them physically as well as 
intellectually. Her responsibilities at home made it 
difficult for her to maintain a teenage life style of 
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hanging out with her mostly pagan friends. She told me that 
she was too "serious minded" to participate in such childish 
pursuits anyway. Virginia resisted being positioned as a 
child; she sought more adult involvements. By fifteen 
Virginia moved out of her mother and step-father's home. 
She became extremely involved with pagan religion and the 
group welcomed her as a participating adult. With powerful 
agency, she left her nuclear family behind and entered a 
world of freedom and abandonment of traditional patriarchal 
values such as monogamy, institutional restrictions 
(including school), and prescriptive gendered expressions. 
In May of the year she left, I heard through her friends 
that she was pregnant and due in the fall. Discourses 
around mothering competed with pagan discourses. Virginia's 
involvement with Andrew, not a pagan, led to more 
patriarchal discourses of being a romantic and more 
traditionally providing for her child. 
Paula's family relationships were filled with more 
typical adolescent angst. She had parents who cared a great 
deal about her. She was not happy, however, with them and 
talked extensively about their wish to "control" her. She 
felt that she was capable of making her own decisions, and 
she openly resented their input especially around the 
romantic discourses so important to her. She and Edward 
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furtively spent as much time alone as possible. Her younger 
sister, Linda, colluded with Paula's wishes and covered for 
her when Edward (against direct orders from their parents) 
slept over when her parents were away. Paula was torn 
between her position as good daughter and lover. She mused 
about moving in with Edward the second she turned eighteen. 
"And I'll bring Linda with me." She resisted cultural 
discourses around parental control. With both of these 
competing roles, she made very painful decisions which led 
to guilt. 
Cathy was the only one of the girls not to talk about 
her family in ways that showed conflicting positionings 
within her immediate family. It appeared from my 
observations as well as from what she said that she lived a 
very typical, almost ideal teen family life. She did talk 
about her sister, but not with rivalry. Cathy had been very 
engaged with ballet (her ninth grade portfolio had many 
pieces on dance and the cover had been beautifully decorated 
with ballet motifs) until her junior year when she obtained 
a job in a local bank. Her parents seemed to allow her as 
much autonomy as she desired; this included helping her with 
her car, clothes, and gas money. They definitely provided 
financial support throughout high school; they offered to 
help with college if that was what Cathy wanted. 
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Emily, much like Susan, was swamped by her family ties. 
I asked gingerly about her family responsibilities since I 
knew her attendance was poor because of them. She reported 
that she had to "help out" with her sister's baby, Morgan. 
Not that she did not love Morgan; with a huge smile she told 
me about her one-year-old niece, "She's a year, had her 
birthday party last night. I was supposed to work until 
8:00 on Tuesday, but I kinda worked late [at this time she 
worked as a supermarket teller] and was supposed to put 
Morgan to bed at 8:00, but they asked me to stay late and I 
had to. She [Morgan] was tired and cranky and then last 
night I had a birthday party to go to and I didn't get home 
'til late." She emphatically stated that all she did for 
the household was to help with child care. She laughingly 
told me that she did no dishes or housework and only did her 
laundry once a month when she had no clean clothes. Emily 
embodied gendered cultural discourses around caring for and 
mothering others. Like Susan, Melissa and Virginia she 
often sacrificed her schooling to stay home and care for her 
family. She showed at least partial agency by staying home 
when she was supposed to be in school. 
Societal discourses around parental control were most 
disturbing in Melissa's life. Several aspects of Melissa's 
family life were most problematic. Her early life was 
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filled with terror including her mother's death from a heart 
attack when she was only eight years old. She told me about 
her family life. 
Umm—my father—urn—sexually molested me. When I was 
younger, and the day that I was there he—that I told 
my mother—She sent me to a friend's house and the 
next day when I came back she was dead—and he always 
told me that if I told that would hurt her--and then 
that happened, and then after that I lived with him for 
like a couple of months after that and he kept telling 
me it was my fault that she died. But the reason why I 
got out of there was for one thing, he was an 
alcoholic. So he spent all his money on that and 
he, we didn't have no electricity for a while, we 
didn't have a stove 'cause he sold it, and the stove 
was a gas stove so it did the heating, and we didn't 
have any of that and so they pulled me out of there and 
I stayed with his sister. I lived with his sister for 
about two years. She used to throw all my toys [here 
the tape is so soft that it is unintelligible]. She was 
mean! I have a sister. She's older. She's ten years 
older than me and I also lived with her for a little 
while. It was kinda hard cause she had just gotten 
married and like and like she had just had a kid and 
stuff. So it was kinda hard for her to have an 
extra [again unintelligible section of tape] Urn, My 
sister, ya know, she couldn't support everyone and 
none of my father's side wanted me any more. He [her 
father] died after we moved to Florida. I never felt 
sorry! And, Urn, My, the rest of my family beside 
the aunt that I live with now, they [unintelligible]. 
So when they went to court for the custody 
thing, urn, they were gonna put me up, like to the 
state, whatever. But my aunt that I live with now is 
the only one that [trailed off]. 
Not surprisingly parts of this conversation were so soft 
that they were unintelligible; Melissa's past and present 
pain around such brutal abuse and rejection were palpable. 
She had lived in some of the worst subject positionings 
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imaginable. This extreme control of a girl's body and life 
reflected societal misogyny in a most abominable way. 
Melissa lived with her aunt at the time of our 
interview. The aunt she lived with at the time of our 
interview obviously cared about Melissa. Melissa was in my 
Junior English class that met during lunch time. She was 
often out of class. Her aunt often arrived with three 
toddlers and a baby in tow and took Melissa to the school's 
onsite restaurant. Melissa returned for her book-bag one 
day with her two year old daughter in hand. When one of the 
other students queried her about the child, she just smiled 
secretively and left the room. During a previous lengthy 
absence (almost two weeks), the other students told me 
Melissa's daughter had been in the hospital. Schooling 
discourses competed unsuccessfully with her positionings and 
demands around her family especially her little girl. 
Summary 
In summary, personal relationships took their toll on 
these girls' psychic and physical energy. They were often 
torn in their priorities, and behaved in ways that 
contradicted their stated goals. Being the object of 
others' gazes supported powerful meta-narratives around 
looks. Davies (1993) sums up the incalculable importance of 
gendered discourses around femininity. "In learning the 
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discourses through which maleness and femaleness are spoken 
into existence, they [girls] learned to locate themselves 
within and through the category systems through which gender 
is constructed (p. xvii).M These categorical systems 
created femininity of body in societally prescriptive ways 
and often at a price of poor health. Susan and Emily 
jeopardized their health by their eating disorders; they 
often wished for health, but seemed unable to conquer 
anorexia. Late nights and partying habits were even more 
detrimental to physical and psychological health. 
Virginia, Paula, Melissa, Cathy, and Emily flirted with 
potential violence in their romantic entanglements. In 
order to attract and keep their boyfriends the girls took 
risks such as "chat room" relationships, dates with boys 
they do not really know, violent boyfriends, and unprotected 
sex with multiple partners. 
Such aspects of these girls' romantic relationships 
were scary and dangerous. James, who dated both Cathy and 
Melissa, was controlling and abusive to the girls he dated. 
Jerome, an extremely violent young man, had a relationship 
with Cathy and briefly "dated" Paula. Edward, Paula's 
boyfriend whom she met on the Internet, was prone to violent 
mood swings. Andrew, the man living with Virginia and past 
boyfriend of Susan, was verbally controlling and often 
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displayed immature behaviors. In order to attend the prom, 
Emily dated a young man whose last name she did not know. 
Susan lived with an older boy and used drugs. These girls 
believed in and lived discourses of caring for and pleasing 
the boys with whom they were involved. The girls tried to 
please them with their looks, financial support, and caring 
behaviors. Both Paula and Susan wanted education, not 
necessarily for themselves, but to be "good enough" for the 
man in their lives. 
Jeopardizing their schooling and career goals, Susan, 
Virginia, Melissa, and Emily were positioned by gendered 
discourses to care for and support others in their families. 
With the exceptions of Cathy and Paula, critical, adult 
duties fell squarely on the girls' shoulders. Susan, 
Virginia, Melissa, and Emily all were primary support 
persons for children five years of age and under. The girls 
were committed to the welfare of the little ones in their 
families. They had been in those care-giving roles 
throughout their own childhood and adolescence. Melissa's 
mother died when she was eight years old, and she suffered 
severe abuse and neglect at the hands of her father. 
Orphaned, she was reluctantly taken in by her aunt. This 
arrangement came with a price. Her aunt needed child care 
which often put Melissa's schooling into jeopardy. Emily 
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was behind in her school work because she was needed at home 
to take care of her baby niece. Virginia and Melissa were 
parenting their own babies. Schooling moved to a low 
position in their priorities. 
Most of the girls articulated aspects of the "American 
Dream" ideal family discourse so succinctly written about in 
Paula's essay. They could write, talk, and dream about 
future positionings as successful women who lived in safe 
housing furnished with the best of consumer durables. A 
dream family shared necessary domestic chores and exotic 
vacations. The woman herself was thin, smiling, and 
beautiful. She helped others out, but had plenty of time 
for herself. She might have an exciting job to fill her 
time until husband and children return to their home. This 
woman existed in films, soap operas, magazines, and books. 
She did not exist in the families of Susan, Virginia, 
Melissa, Paula, Cathy and Emily or any of their parents. 
The girls challenged some prevailing discourses by 
moving out of their homes at early ages, having children of 
their own, and participating in dangerous liaisons. Such 
behaviors showed at least partial agency in their lives. 
Many of these decisions, however, seriously impeded their 
schooling/career prospects. Their relationships were 
important in the ways that they intersected with and 
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impacted upon the schooling and career goals each girl 
dreamt of. In the next section of this chapter, I describe 
and analyze strands of their lives involving their 
schooling/careers. 
Schooling/Careers 
Every one of my informants stated a desire to achieve 
success in her schooling and ultimately in a lucrative, 
personally rewarding career. Their participations, or at 
times more aptly put lack of participations, in school often 
did not support such articulated goals. The girls had 
issues around attendance, competence in required school 
assignments, regimented environments, as well as competing 
commitments around their personal relationships. Several 
important decisions that impacted upon schooling/career 
potentialities were apparent in each of the girls' profiles. 
Among these are her decisions to attend a vocational, rather 
than a comprehensive high school. At least three of the 
girls, Virginia, Melissa, and Paula had the academic skills 
to do very well, if not excel, in a traditional, 
comprehensive high school. Coupled with their kinesthetic 
skills, they all should have been outstanding Computer Shop 
students. 
Schooling discourses around vocational education 
connote diminished class status, earning potential and more 
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negative gendered positionings. A decision to attend a 
vocational, rather than a comprehensive school, was a 
critical one. For all the rhetoric such schools used to 
express support for both vocational and college options, the 
reality was that a half a year of academics with a very high 
proportion of special needs student did not prepare students 
for college in ways that comprehensive high school college 
preparatory classes did. A decision for vocational 
education actually positioned most of the students into 
working class careers and subject positions. Among the 
girls themselves there was both support for and resistance 
to a vocational school decision. In addition to perceptions 
of vocational education and college preparation, concerns 
about "bad" peer groups, teen pregnancy and poor job 
prospects were considered. For most of the girls in my 
study Computers were not their choice of career. Family 
obligations, regulatory practices, and a non-challenging 
curricula were salient issues. College was vocalized as 
important, but untenable for most of the girls. In the 
following sections on each of the girls' subject 
positionings related to school/careers, I relate some of the 
critical aspects of the girls' schooling/career decisions. 
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Susan 
Susan told me how she decided to come to Tech; it was 
not an easy decision for her. Although her mother supported 
technical education, Susan's father expressed concerns 
around vocational education for his daughter. "My father is 
still in that group of parents that think Tech people are 
losers, ya know. So my father didn't want me to go, but I 
don't live with him anyway so it didn't matter anyhow." 
Susan's father articulated a discourse counter to vocational 
schooling, but since he was barely involved with Susan, it 
seemed to have little impact upon Susan's decision. Her 
father's concerns about vocational education being for 
"slackers" did mirror some of Susan's ways of positioning 
herself as a student—staying back, poor attendance and 
grades that did not reflect her true abilities. According 
to Susan, her mother was pleased, but not too involved with 
Susan's decision to attend a vocational school rather than 
her local comprehensive high school. Susan's mother 
appeared to position Susan as an autonomous adult in her 
schooling/career. This mirrored her ways of depending upon 
Susan in adult positionings when parenting Ryan. Computer 
Shop positionings were a source of pride for Susan. Her 
computer skills also impressed her mom. "Yeah, my mom likes 
it because I'm . . . She even asks me questions like when 
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she has a problem at work. She will come home and ask me 
the question and I'll tell her the answer. I'll tell her 
what to do." This was another adult positioning for Susan. 
Tensions between discourses about school achievement 
and those regarding personal relationships were apparent as 
Susan began her high school years. During her second ninth 
grade year, Susan's schooling intersected with her romantic 
involvements right within shop. Her enrollment in Computer 
Shop was her second choice of shops. During that year, she 
wrote the following: "My freshman year I started at Tech 
[Susan had been enrolled in the Welding Shop]. I failed and 
now I'm a freshman again. I wanted to take Computer Shop 
for a shop last year, but I was fifth on the list. Staying 
back will probably help me because now I have another chance 
to get Computers. If I get Computer Shop, I will be able to 
stay in it for all four years." She insisted that Computer 
Shop was her genuine first choice. Although her ex¬ 
boyfriend Andrew was enrolled in the Computer Shop, she 
vehemently denied that he had any influence upon her 
decision to switch shops. Her behaviors belied this lack of 
influence. During her first and second ninth grade year, 
Susan lived with Andrew and his family (I saw her daily at 
the bus stop with Andrew in his home town which was forty- 
five minutes away from Susan's town). Susan was involved 
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with Andrew every possible moment. He was her first real 
boyfriend and she was really involved with him; Andrew's 
needs competed with both personal needs and school time. 
Susan wrote the following, "In my free time I like to hang 
out with my boyfriend. His name is Andrew. We don't really 
do that much but we spend most of our free time together." 
Since the break up, she contradicted the seriousness of her 
past involvement with him and adamantly denied living with 
him. When I asked directly about living with Andrew and his 
mom, she replied, "NO!! I was just there everyday." During 
my shop observations Susan brought Andrew food daily (which 
was officially against shop rules, but tolerated in most 
instances). Susan sat next to Andrew or on his lap whenever 
possible (again officially against shop rules, but allowed 
if not too intimate). Susan took a great deal of peer 
teasing about leaving welding to enroll in "Andrew's shop." 
"I know! and it pisses me off. I didn't. I went in 'cause 
I wanted that shop. Before I even started goin' out with 
him, and then I stayed back and I went into computers and 
everybody thought it was because of him, but it had nothing 
to do with him." Susan plugged along in a half-hearted 
manner once Andrew left school (and her). 
When I asked Susan about her choice within the shop she 
told me that she had little interest in Programming or 
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Installation and Repair. Her responses tied into 
traditional discourses about women and machinery. "I'm not 
going to learn applications and stuff like, different, like 
different software and programs. I'm not going to actually 
do programming." When I asked her about her decision not to 
enroll in the lucrative Installation and Repair section of 
the shop, she was most definite about her reasons and 
beliefs around this shop area. "I think there's too much to 
learn. That's the thing. That's what I'm scared of, I just 
don't wanna. I try like looking at all the chips and stuff 
and I'm not gonna remember what all that stuff means." She 
was not interested in Word Processing. From both my 
observations and Susan's statements it seemed that she had 
little interest in any aspect of computers. 
Other aspects of schooling impacted Susan's 
frustrations with school. Susan felt that the teachers in 
this particular school did not teach in ways that she could 
learn. She was bored, but she stated that she really would 
like to pass. In her next breath, she told me again that 
she was a very poor high school student—in her words "a 
slacker." Any task that was challenging and/or time 
consuming was according to Susan "boring." "I can write 
good, but it takes too long and it's boring." Susan had 
basic writing skills, but she seemed totally unmotivated to 
h 
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work on improving them. This was also true of her reading 
skills, which she declined to improve through effort in her 
academic classes. This apathetic attitude impacted 
negatively upon her acquisition of skills (but not 
necessarily her grade) in shop. 
Susan made a wistful comparison of her school 
performance to that of her thirteen year old sister Maria. 
Maria maintained honor roll status at their local 
comprehensive high school. I suggested that if she tried, 
she could do equally well. Susan replied, "No. I couldn't. 
No. I seriously couldn't even if I put all my effort into 
it. I don't think I could get good grades that high no more 
since it's been so long since I actually put an effort, I'm 
a slacker. Now, I've been lazy for three years. I'm not 
gonna wanna sit back down and start working." Belief in 
discourses around vocational schooling as not as important 
or demanding as college preparatory at least partially 
blocked Susan's schooling successes. 
By tenth grade, Susan was once again failing because of 
her poor attendance and terrible grades. She ended our 
interview by stating that she would probably drop out, but 
would like to finish high school because it was important to 
Jack. "Well, he wants me to stay in school. You know for 
me to have a good education, but job-wise he's not worried 
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about it at all." Susan evidently believed that a woman 
should be a showpiece for a man's ego. Susan's 
relationships to discourses around schooling overlapped and 
competed with romance discourses and pleasing the man in her 
life. By the end of her junior year Susan had been absent 
for fifty-four school days (she and a few other students 
were directly responsible for a very strict attendance 
requirement the next school year). 
Susan rarely made up missed work. This accounted for 
her poor and sometimes failing grades in academic classes. 
By the middle of Susan's junior year, she was on an 
attendance contract with the school which stated that a 
prescribed number of absences would result in her removal 
from the rolls. Ironically, even with dropping out likely, 
Susan insisted that she was really doing better in school 
now than in ninth grade. However, when I asked her directly 
about her grades, she hedged, "Urn, this quarter, not too 
good because I've skipped a lot of school." The following 
transcript of our conversation highlights discrepancies and 
contradictions around her perceptions of school and work. 
Leslie: Does your mother know this? 
Susan: [innocently looking up at me] Know what? 
Leslie: That you are skipping school. 
Susan: NO!! Oh God. 
Leslie: So, What is she going to say when she finds out? 
Susan: [hesitating] I don't care [pause] She'll kick me 
out. 









I'm not gonna. I'm leavin' anyway. 
You are? So what will you do for a job? 
I don't have a job yet. I'm getting one next 
month. 
You are? What will you do? 
I don't know yet. I'm going to play around with 
different places around town. 
Is anybody hiring? 
No, but I hope so. 
Susan's "I hope so's" highlighted a contradiction between 
the reality of worlds of school and work and Susan's 
perceptions of possible roles for a person with her 
background and skills. She stated with assurance that she 
could drop out of school, easily get a GED, and quickly find 
a good job. "Yeah, I'll definitely get a GED." Even though 
she acknowledged that employers in her town (a most 
economically depressed area) were not hiring, she saw no 
discrepancy between that reality and her belief that she 
could easily obtain a good job by which she could support 
herself or easily make money. 
I asked Susan about her future schooling and career 
dreams. Susan timidly talked about her future work, "I love 
math. I've always had good grades." This nontraditional 
response surprised me, because after all her boyfriend and 
party talk, she seemed really serious about a career in 
math. During other informal conversations she again told me 
that she loved math and would like to go into college for 
math. Susan felt that her mind was tuned into math, and 
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that English, social studies, and science confused and bored 
her. She loved math and understood it. It was how her mind 
learned; she could see it in her mind. 
Susan had a lot to say about how she learned: 
I learn by seeing it. Like see how like see how Mr. 
Smith will give us a book. We have to read the book 
and do the questions. That's how we learn stuff. I 
mean when they give us a book and like say ya know on 
like say install something, teach you how to do 
different commands. They show you the commands and 
show you what they do up on the board and like, so you 
can see it. I just don't learn that way. They taught 
cause you get a book and read it and that's how you 
learn it. I mean I learn things by seeing them 
visually and then reading it and then doing it. I 
can't just read it and do the questions, go ahead and 
do it and remember it. It's hard to know so much you 
know. Maybe. Well, the smart kids, they do it so 
quick and I don't end up seeing what they did and it's 
like, yeah, OK. I yell at them. Slow down and show me 
and then they walk away, cause they don't want to deal 
with it. It's like Kerry [laughed] because I mean for 
them walking over and doin' it for you ain't going to 
help you out for the next time you come across it. Ya 
know. 
Susan positioned herself as a dumb student throughout this 
talk. She did, however, effectively analyze how she could 
learn, if school were taught in a way she could better 
understand. She was most frustrated with a curriculum that 
did not meet her needs. 
Susan hypothesized that college would be both better 
and easier than high school. She felt that even after 
dropping out of school and obtaining a GED, a four year 
college would be much easier than high school. College 
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would not just be easier than high school, but a lot more 
fun. Susan did not articulate any specifics about college. 
She could not name a school she wanted to attend. Her views 
of a real college were extremely nebulous and fanciful. 
Susan envisioned college work as a totally different 
experience than her past schooling--exciting, no-work 
classes where she would easily succeed as a student. "I'm 
gonna go to college. So I'll figure all that out after 
college. I kind of want to be an accountant, but I have 
never taken accounting." When I pressed her about how she 
planned to succeed in a college setting with a very minimal 
high school record, she promptly replied, "I don't know. 
I'm really into partying right now." This contradiction 
between her stated career dreams (of becoming an accountant) 
and of having never taken a course in accounting was typical 
of Susan's tensions around actual participations and 
desires. She hesitantly continued with "high school drop¬ 
out" talk because that was her plan if "things do not go 
better." By the end of the study, it was apparent that 
Susan would most likely not be graduating with her class. 
Virginia 
Virginia was waiting to leave a schooling environment 
that she found intolerable. Virginia's ability to drop out 
of school the minute she was sixteen was heavily tied to her 
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family's positionings of her as an adult. A family 
discourse that supported such agency of adulthood allowed 
Virginia to experience extremely powerful agency around both 
her personal relationships and schooling. Virginia told me 
that obviously her parents weren't really that strict or 
involved with her decisions because they let her move out of 
their house at fifteen years of age. "Yeah, but still, I 
was surprised that they let me. Urn, I've had probation and 
stuff in the past, but, not since I've been here. Not 
since, a lot of things were going on that were just crazy 
and [laughed]." Virginia never elaborated on her brushes 
with the court system. Virginia's custodial parents (her 
mother and step-father) simply let her make her own 
schooling decisions. "They are supportive cause they know 
I'm responsible for myself and what I wanna do and they 
think that whatever makes me happy and whatever." Her 
custodial parents, much like Susan's mother, seemed to view 
Virginia as an adult, not an adolescent needing guidance and 
support. 
Virginia was a most competent student with excellent 
language and interpersonal skills. Her mature behavior and 
advanced language skills contributed most positively to my 
drama class. Her attendance was poor and she told me that 
her grades were "terrible" because she rarely completed 
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academic assignments unless they interested her. She stated 
a lack of commitment to her classes because she had already 
positioned herself as a drop out. "I plan on leaving 
school. So, what's the use?" I was most interested in her 
past schooling and how it may have related to such a drastic 
decision. Virginia told me that by sixth grade, "school was 
kinda boring for me. It wasn't challenging." Her boredom 
in school was similar to Susan's; neither girl saw the 
relevance of what she was taught. Virginia resisted 
positioning herself as a top student even though she was 
certainly most capable. When I asked Virginia about her 
excellent basic skills, she, not surprisingly, had a lot to 
say. Virginia's early schooling was disrupted a number of 
times when her parents had to move. Her mother taught her 
how to read before she started school; in fact she told me 
that her mom taught all the children in her family (Virginia 
had both older and younger siblings) to read. 
I was only the youngest one for a while and my older 
brothers and sisters were there. They were reading so 
I wanted to. My first elementary school was _. 
It's a little school. It has 70 kids and that's tops. 
That's kindergarten to sixth grade—two grades per 
classroom—Ah, and they were able to, because of 
that, they were more able to teach toward the 
individual. They more geared the way you learned 
towards you, cause they could, cause it was a smaller 
class. We had one teacher for two grades. 
There were barely thirty kids in the classroom. I 
left in fourth grade. I went to _Elementary 
School. Urn, it was a lot different, bigger-one 
grade and there was four classrooms per grade—four 
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teachers per grade. I didn't like it at first, but 
ah, my fifth grade teacher [laughed] is probably the 
one who saved me from being alienated from school. 
He took a different approach. He didn't necessarily 
rely on textbooks, but, he would pick certain things in 
history. We did the witch trials. We studied 
drastically into that and the Revolutionary War. He 
had us reading J.R. Tolkien, but we had like three 
hundred vocabulary words and I think that helped me a 
lot. 
Virginia's early schooling, at least in fifth grade, seemed 
somewhat positive. She contradicted her current alienation 
from school with her comments that her fifth grade teacher 
"saved" her. She was presently alienated to the extent that 
she was imminently dropping out. Virginia, much like Susan, 
effectively articulated how she learned and what types of 
instruction would keep her interested in school. Junior 
high school was not as much to Virginia's liking even though 
she did very well there. Virginia's comprehensive high 
school actively tried to recruit her (and her best friend 
Paula) for their top tracks. Virginia told me about the 
time she and Paula had won third place at a local 
university's state-wide science fair. Science was a 
challenge at her sending school. English at her 
comprehensive school was another story. She told me that 
the comprehensive school offered mostly skills instruction; 
this was corroborated by Susan's description of their 
Language Arts instruction. Schooling discourses that 
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relegated students to receptive, passive roles were 
frustrating for both girls. By positioning herself into 
vocational education, boring academics, but with the 
potential to pick up a trade, Virginia limited her chances 
of being challenged in ways that might have been meaningful 
enough to keep her in high school. Virginia told me why she 
had decided to attend a vocational high school, she replied, 
"I wanted to go into computers. I figured if I was going to 
have to deal with review for high school, that I wanted to 
be learning a trade as well as what I would already be 
learning. They wanted me to stay there and a lot of the 
kids. I remember my math teacher telling us, 'It's a school 
where you don't think. You're not going to get anywhere.'" 
The negative reputation of vocational schooling and the 
discourses that tended to marginalize vocational education 
did not seem to bother her. She did not seem aware of or 
concerned at being effectively tracked into a two year 
college or a career in the trades. Virginia then talked 
about her family's lack of impact on her schooling 
decisions. My, ah, mother who has legal custody or physical 
custody of me said, 'It's your decision. Do what you want.' 
My dad tried to push me toward the comprehensive school. 
"Well, he didn't think it was a good school here and that it 
was, he had the idea, he didn't [trailed off]. I think part 
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of it was because of my older brother and when he got out of 
here he and Kelly had the baby and he had to support the 
baby and didn't get a good job or go to college. He doesn't 
really have much of a say [laughed]. He only has mental 
custody which mean he can't take us out of the state or 
anything like that. He can see us once in a while and 
that's about it and when we hit thirteen, it's our decision 
whether or not we want to see him. So I was over thirteen 
when I came. So, it's my decision." 
Disclosing similar concerns as Susan's father, 
Virginia's father was worried about vocational education for 
his daughter. He voiced concerns not only about the school 
itself, but about the people there and the propensity that 
he saw in the school for Virginia getting into trouble. 
Virginia laughingly continued that her real dad did not even 
know of her plans to drop out of high school. 
I wondered if Virginia's Computer Shop decision had 
anything to do with her older brother Jerry, who had been 
enrolled in the Computer Shop (He also dropped out of high 
school.) "Oh no. Not really. He was in computers, but he 
was on the repair side. I just thought they were a new 
thing, because they're going to be everywhere. So, you have 
to learn them anyway [laughed]. I think you do need more 
initiative." She emphasized that she felt there was 
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tremendous opportunity in this shop for anybody who really 
wanted to learn the trade. Since Virginia knew that she 
must deal with some type of schooling until age sixteen, she 
believed that the Computer Shop was the best of all her 
options. I asked Virginia about her decision to enroll in 
the Word Processing and Data Programming parts of the 
Computer Shop. "I didn't really [make a decision] I just 
find that I'd rather work with the computers on the software 
rather than the hardware and fixing it and stuff just 
because it doesn't appeal to me [laughed]." Although 
Virginia's attendance was problematic, she still maintained 
an excellent shop grade. She told me that a career in 
animation was her career goal. She wanted to learn both 
areas and the Computer Shop teachers acknowledged her wishes 
and supported an individualized program for her. 
When I asked about her reasons for dropping out of high 
school, Virginia groused about several issues with her high 
school experiences. Virginia laughed at my question about 
whether she found her vocational schooling challenging. As 
previously stated, Virginia felt that her vocational high 
school experience was pretty much boring—English the same 
thing, social studies boring, science "a little interesting" 
because she had never studied human anatomy. I knew that 
during their freshman year both she and Paula had organized 
168 
an unsuccessful petition to the school administration for a 
college preparatory English class because both girls found 
the curriculum non-challenging. "It is boring." When asked 
directly about her current grades, she hesitated, and 
reluctantly replied, "I haven't done very well-I've been 
sick, or out for one term and failed the work cause I'm 
bored with it. I've been out a lot of days. It is because 
part of the reason, why I know I'm kinda bored with it is 
cause I know I'm gonna do this [drop out of high school]." 
Boredom and lack of appropriate challenge were recurring 
themes when Virginia and Susan about their schooling. 
Another painful aspect of high school for Virginia was 
excessive regimentation. "I really want to be able to have 
flexible classes 'cause I have a job." It was apparent 
that she enjoyed much agency in her personal life and really 
liked to do what she wanted to when she wanted to. She 
disliked the restrictions of her past probation, and 
confessed to me that she never wanted that again. Virginia 
felt that high school included too many restrictions. 
Even though Virginia would not complete high school 
with her class, she articulated a plan for future schooling 
at a local community college. I asked her if she was 
thinking of enrolling in their January semester. "No. I 
was thinking like next fall semester. I don't think I can 
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deal with staying here. I need something more than I'm 
getting here. I feel [voice trailed off], peer wise and ah, 
educationally, urn, I really want to be able to have flexible 
classes cause I have a job. Urn, the people [the bikers I 
met at open house] I moved in with are opening a store." 
Virginia continued to rationalize her decision to drop out 
of high school with her future educational plans. 
A lot of them, a lot of people that I'm doing it, 
a lot of people are just like, 'I can't believe you're 
doing that. It's stupid. How can you do it?' Cause 
they haven't explored the option. They, it hasn't 
occurred to them to even do it. A major part of it 
also is that a lot of them don't think a GED is as good 
as a high school degree and that I shouldn't be leaving 
school. I shouldn't be dropping out cause I'm gonna do 
nothing after I get it and stuff like that [laughed]. 
She reported similar responses from teachers to her dropping 
out. 
Some of the teachers, I've told a couple of 'em and 
they're kinda like [noise like oh no] cause they're not 
sure. They keep asking me, 'Do you think you can 
handle a college course [laughed]?' 
It was clear that Virginia thought that college would be a 
snap. Virginia assured me that she had a reasonable school 
plan. She related that the GED would work as a backup if 
her Tech Prep (a high school to college transitional program 
for promising students) did not work out. "I'll be 16 on 
Thanksgiving Day and then I can leave school. I have to 
leave first and they have to get a letter from the school, a 
picture ID and $40. I can't apply for financial aid until I 
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get my GED." Virginia definitely knew more about obtaining 
a GED than finishing high school through Tech Prep. 
Virginia's view of future schooling was nebulous and 
fancifully framed. Virginia, much like Susan, could not 
articulate how college would be better, but only that it 
would be excitingly challenging and that most of all college 
FUN. Through Virginia's vague talk about college, it was 
apparent that she knew little about the actual processes of 
entering college and meeting the demands of college classes; 
she just knew that it would not be as painful as high 
school, especially this vocational high school. 
Melissa 
Melissa was wavering between school and her personal 
life. Not surprisingly, Melissa's early schooling was 
fraught with tensions. When I asked her about her past 
schooling, Melissa replied, "Well, for like startin' way 
back?" So we started way back. Early in our interview I 
asked about her Florida school experiences. "My mother 
lived down there. Then after my mother died in 1986, I 
never went to Florida with her; I went to Florida with my 
aunt, I was like, ten when we left in 1988." I wondered how 
this had been disruptive to her, but she explained her 
perspectives around the circumstances. Melissa viewed the 
move to Florida with her aunt in a most accepting way; it 
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was an escape from the horror of abuse at her father's hand. 
Any move and/or schooling concerns were minor; 
understandably, such a change was a way to leave the severe 
abuse Melissa suffered throughout her childhood. When asked 
about her schooling in Florida, Melissa had a lot to say. 
"Well, we lived in Jacksonville. So it was like a city and 
it was big on, urn, drugs and gangs and all that kind, and 
the day after we got there we had a helicopter land right in 
front of where we were living because someone was shot 
behind the convenience store next door, but the kids were 
nice. We have a big family so we always had a lot of kids 
around us. It was nice. We had a pool in our back yard." 
School was no less threatening. "They have that paddle, urn, 
oh, two of the schools I went to had the metal detectors. 
They literally had guards. BIG, muscular guards that would 
stand all around the school." The differences between the 
schooling in Florida and Tech were dramatic. Our school had 
no metal detectors, no armed guards, and no corporal 
punishment; Melissa never related shop problems, boredom or 
problems with rules. She loved and excelled in school. 
Serious outside commitments were her issues. 
When I asked Melissa about her decision to attend a 
vocational school, she told me that she had gone to a local 
comprehensive high school for grade nine. "Uh, it was OK. 
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There was a lot of preppie people. I wasn't, I mean, I got 
along with some people, but a lot of them were way too 
snotty." Although Melissa could easily compete 
academically, she voiced concern about the discourses of 
elitism at her local comprehensive high school. One major 
reason Melissa stated for transferring to a vocational 
school was her family. "Well, all my cousins and my sister 
graduated from here. Urn, a lot of them, they are all Jones- 
-Susan, Sara, and Sally and then my sister Lori Lambert. 
They all liked Tech." The school decision, much like 
Susan's and Virginia's, was essentially Melissa's; however, 
a number of family members had attended Tech. "Urn, they all 
told me about it and I liked computers, and, we have an 
older computer that my cousins got for Christmas one year 
and, urn, nobody else knew how to run it and I didn't know 
how to run it, but I got there and guess I worked it kinda 
and I got into it and then I had to show everybody else how 
to do it and I just really got into it." Everyone close to 
Melissa seemed to support her decisions to go to Tech and 
enroll in the shop of her choice, the Computer Shop. 
Melissa told me that she did not even look at any other shop 
area; the bottom line was, it was her decision. Much as 
Susan's and Virginia's family, "They just left it up to me." 
Melissa entered Tech her sophomore year, and her attendance 
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was abominable from her first weeks. She was enrolled in my 
tenth grade English class. After seeing the Florida 
transfer, I expected her to be significantly behind both 
socially and academically. However, Melissa immediately 
became a competent and valued member of our class. She was 
an excellent student, competent and cooperative. Her 
reading and writing skills put her at the top of my English 
class. She immediately received advanced placement in math. 
Not only was she academically competent, but she was 
accepted and soon beloved by many of her peers because of 
her kindness and empathy. In a word, she was delightful to 
have in class, when she was in school. Many days she 
reported that she missed school to baby sit for her pregnant 
aunt who desperately needed her to care for her nieces. 
When I asked Melissa about her selection of Word 
Processing she adamantly stated, "I'm gonna do the Word 
Processing, because I like dealing with the computer itself, 
but the fixing part, that just never really." With pride in 
her voice she related her aunt's approval of her computer 
skills and their contributions to the family. 
She [her aunt] doesn't know about computers, but she 
likes 'em. She likes the fact that I'm learning' about 
'em, newer stuff because that's what's involved when 
you get out. My little cousin, she goes to local 
school and, urn, she took a course in computers and 
failed miserably. She couldn't understand. I'll sit 
at the computer and I'll try and teach her and she'll 
swear up and down that I'm wrong until she actually 
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sees I'm right. She, she's stubborn and she thinks 
she knows everything. 
Melissa also shared a belief that successful schooling in an 
up and coming field like computers was a key to future 
success. Melissa worked diligently to make up her missed 
assignments. By the end of her tenth grade, academic 
attendance was down to two or three days a month; with her 
previous term grades, she somehow made it into the eleventh 
grade. Melissa said that she was "sick some of the time," 
but mostly she needed to stay home and "help her aunt with 
child care for her young daughters." Her aunt had a most 
difficult pregnancy and in the spring, finally delivered a 
fourteen pound baby girl. Her older nieces needed care 
while her aunt waited for the baby and after the delivery. 
Melissa's attendance continued to be abysmal her junior 
year, and I asked some of her peers in shop about her always 
caring for her aunt's little girls. Susan and several other 
girls in the Computer Shop rolled their eyes at me. It was 
then that I learned about her two year old daughter, 
Melissa's highest priority. Her subject position as mother 
was the primary focus of her life. 
Melissa did, however, articulate her future career 
dreams. College was very much a part of Melissa's goals. 
"I don't know. I want to be something in computers, but I 
don't." College talk from the interview was mostly 
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unintelligible; it, much like her talk about the abuse she 
had suffered, was so softly spoken that even after five or 
six tries I could not discern what she had to say about 
further schooling except that she liked school and college 
was definitely something that she dreamed about. The main 
thrust of schooling for Melissa was increasing her expertise 
in word processing both in her current shop situation and in 
her future plans. Melissa's pressing outside commitments 
dwarfed any talk of the future schooling and career. 
Paula 
Paula's schooling performance put her at the top of her 
class. Paula's decision to attend a vocational school was a 
bit more complex than most of the other girls in the study. 
Unlike Virginia, Melissa, Emily, and Cathy, she had no 
family connections to vocational schooling. Paula's early 
schooling had been in a major Northeastern city and her 
family was new to the area. Her father had rather 
singlehandedly decided to move his family to the country, 
and the women in the family—Paula, her mom, and her younger 
sister, Linda adjusted. Initially her parents were not sure 
that vocational school was the place for her. She 
acknowledged and could articulate problematic aspects of 
discourses about vocational schooling. She stated her 
parents', especially her father's, concerns. Echoing 
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Susan's father and Virginia's father, Paula's father was not 
sure that a school with a "slacker" reputation and poor 
college placement was for his daughter. 
Paula corroborated Virginia's account that they were 
both actively recruited for enrollment by their local 
comprehensive school because of their outstanding ability 
and grades. Paula's parents were ultimately supportive of 
Paula's wishes, but it seemed a halfhearted endorsement. 
One reason might have been their apprehension around 
schooling discourses. They were not too sure of negotiating 
schooling on their daughter's behalf. Paula laughingly 
related a story from sixth grade. She had been chosen to 
participate in a schooling program for precocious students, 
and received a formal letter from the school. Her parents 
did not know what the official school letter meant and threw 
it in the trash. Paula assessed her educational competence 
in relation to Virginia's. "I always did better cause I did 
the work. I never slacked. I never slack off. I don't 
ever miss a homework assignment on purpose, and she'd like 
just blow it off." Paula positioned herself as probably not 
as smart as Virginia, but as a much more competent student. 
Paula stated that she was appalled at Virginia's decision to 
drop out of high school. She also admitted that the major 
reason she decided to attend Tech was because that was where 
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Virginia, her only real friend, was going. Much like 
Melissa, Paula did not really like the "preps" (she was 
taking all top level classes there) at her comprehensive 
school. She shared with me the fact that she had had major 
problems with her peers at her comprehensive high school. 
She experienced serious harassment to the extent that her 
parents had called the local police for her protection. 
Paula was the only one of the girls in this study who 
consistently maintained good attendance, honor roll grades, 
and service to the school. She was a proud member of the 
National Honor Society and served the school on many 
committees. Paula was involved in school in ways that took 
a great deal of her school time; she proffered ideas and 
then followed through on the work involved. For example, 
she wanted her class to raise money from a School Wide 
Talent Show. The idea was enthusiastically accepted by her 
peers. She ended up doing most of the work (advertising, 
programs, getting participants for the show, and handling 
the money); her efficiency and commitment were legendary. 
Paula was voted president of her class. She was easily one 
of the schools most outstanding students. Paula positioned 
herself in leadership roles where she could showcase her 
skills. 
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She had a lot to say about her decisions around present 
and future schooling/career. Paula's parents were involved 
with her and they powerfully influenced which shop she would 
take at Tech. In addition to Virginia's influence, Paula's 
parents knew Ben Jones. He was their neighbor and a trusted 
friend. When I asked Paula about her choice of shops, she 
initially told me that she had always wanted to enroll in 
the Computer Shop with Ben Jones. Later in the interview 
she admitted that her parents both told her that she must go 
into the Computer Shop if she attended vocational school. 
During her ninth and tenth grade years, Paula was enrolled 
in the Word Processing Section of the shop. I wondered if 
she had considered the more lucrative Installation and 
Repair Component; this seemed like an unconsidered idea to 
her and one which she had not really considered. "Probably 
not, because only, because I'm not good with hardware. I 
like to take things apart and I hate putting them back 
together. I mean I like to take things apart. I took apart 
one of our telephones one day and then my mom said, 'OK, 
Paula, you can put it back together NOW' and I'm like, 
'Can't we just throw it out? It doesn't work anyway' 
[laughed]." After a bit of thought, she stated that fixing 
things was not for her regardless of how much money could be 
made. Much to my surprise, she tentatively tried the 
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Installation and Repair during the first part of her junior 
year. By the middle of the year, she spent most of her shop 
time in that section. 
Edward, Paula's boyfriend, also impacted educational 
goals. 
I do wanna go through, like last night me and my 
boyfriend were talking about it. He tried it 
[college], and it's just not for him. He was from 
_ and he, and his family lives in _ and he was 
goin' to, urn, the University of _, and as he was 
there, he just sorta, he's really close to his 
brother, sorta. He was majoring in psychology. I 
think I'll major in Computer Science. Aha, and ah 
that's what I think I'm gonna do-Major in Computer 
Science. That's what he wants me to do. Ah, I don't 
know, we were talking about it last night and he's 
like, he said something to me and he said, 'Oh it's 
too bad you weren't eighteen and you could move in with 
me.' [laughed] I go, that would be cool, but I can't do 
it now cause I'd never get any of my homework done and 
you saw how bad I was last week, I didn't get any of my 
homework done, [laughed] I didn't wanna do my homework 
if you were here. I'm like, we're still gonna have to 
figure something out cause when I go to college, I'm 
gonna have homework to do too and he said, 'How likely 
is that?' and I go, VERY LIKELY! He's like, 'OK, you 
have more determination in this school field than I 
do.' He's really intelligent. School bores him the 
same way it does Virginia. 
Paula positioned herself as positively going to college; she 
repeated several times that a student with her ability must 
do well. She acknowledged that Edward might get in the way. 
She positioned him as bright, but not very motivated. 
Paula's negotiated between Edward's needs--"I didn't get my 
homework done"—and her stated goals around the future and 
college as "VERY LIKELY." 
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Eventually Paula's real career dream emerged from her 
talk. She wistfully vocalized her aspirations about 
becoming an elementary teacher and working with young 
children. "THAT," she shared with me "is my true dream." 
She positioned herself, however, as working in either 
desktop publishing or as a sub when her children were small. 
Upon their entry into high school, she would return to 
school and earn a teaching certificate. I inquired why, if 
she planned to go to college, would she not just follow her 
dream and major in education. I positioned her as capable 
of meeting her real dreams, and by senior year, she had 
earned a full scholarship to a state school where she would 
attempt to do just that. Paula was the only one of my 
informants to actually articulate realistic discourses about 
college; she knew that good grades and hard work would be 
part of the collegiate experience. Paula borrowed a book 
from me listing four year colleges and told me that her 
parents supported her further education, even though they 
knew little about it. 
Cathy 
Cathy was coasting along in a shop which bored her. 
When I ask Cathy about her choice of a vocational school 
over her comprehensive high school, she replied that it was 
just assumed by her family that she would go to Tech. Her 
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older sister had attended this same vocational school and 
majored in the Community Service Shop (she was currently 
working as a cosmetologist). Her parents were not happy 
about that, and took a more direct role in directing Cathy 
into a field they felt was up and coming and where she could 
make "good money" the Computer Shop. They told her not to 
take either Cosmetology or Community Services. Both of 
Cathy's parents told her that any other shop choice was up 
to her. This really was a facade of "choice" since Cathy 
positioned herself to please her parents and took their 
suggestions. Cathy shared her true career dream. "I would 
really like to be a chef or join the Army. I want to make a 
lot of money without doing much of anything." A discourse 
identifying high tech computers as lucrative and a key to a 
prosperous future permeated Cathy's schooling talk. Her 
true dream of being a chef was not deemed a lucrative enough 
goal. Cathy, with considerable input from her family, 
enrolled in the Computer Shop for the moneymaking and status 
potential. 
When I asked about her decision to enroll in the 
Installation and Repair Component, for the first time Cathy 
did not focus upon money. "I can’t sit around all day. I 
like to take stuff apart. Most of all I like to walk 
around." Cathy experienced difficulty completing her shop 
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requirements and I often observed her doing very little 
during shop week. She wandered the halls, talked with her 
friends, and generally avoided becoming too involved in 
shop. Her shop teachers agreed that she was a nice girl, 
but would not be able to successfully work in the computer 
field with her skills from high school. They allowed her 
to marginally participate in shop work in which she openly 
had no interest. 
Ethics class was also on Cathy's mind. She definitely 
did not enjoy that. "It is boring, and I know how to deal 
with people. I work at Motel 6. I worked at the bank and I 
got a certificate and flowers." She further stated that she 
did not learn a thing and found writing her paper for the 
Ethics Class "boring" and a waste of her time. She saw no 
relationship between the Ethics class and her shop work. 
Cathy stated that she was often bored with all of school, 
but wanted "decent grades." She, much like Paula, saw 
school tasks as less than relevant, but in order to 
graduate, she completed school work to get the best grades 
she could. Cathy managed to keep fairly good grades—B's 
and C's. That is not to say she did not complain; she was 
willing to speak up for others and often tried to negotiate 
with her teachers to get out of assignments. Discourses 
around successful schooling and successful living were 
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important enough to her for her to maintain grades even in a 
schooling environment that bored her. 
Military discourses of travel, free schooling, and 
excitement were articulated by Cathy whose future goals did 
not have much to do with college. She was openly a 
"material girl," and repeatedly stated that she would like 
to expediently make money with the least effort. She did 
not have interest in furthering her computer work. She was 
considering the military and had done well on their testing, 
the ASVB test. When pressed about her future, she 
reiterated that being a chef and cooking were what she 
really wanted to do-if it paid enough. She could pursue 
this career path for 100% free and get paid in the United 
States Army. And, she could have FUN doing it. Not having 
a career also seemed acceptable to her. Cathy related 
cultural discourses about being romantically involved and 
taken care of. She would find a boyfriend and eventually a 
husband to "worry about all that [career] stuff." Cathy 
returned the year after she graduated to fill me in on what 
she was doing. She was no longer with Jerome. She had 
tried to enlist in the Army, but her asthma kept her out. 
She worked at a local store earning minimum wage. 
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Emily 
Emily struggled with every aspect of school. Her 
vocational school decision was mostly based upon past family 
practice. Much like Paula's and Cathy's families, Emily's 
parents directed their daughter's schooling decisions. 
Emily's sister attended Tech before she dropped out to have 
her daughter. Emily's parents were most direct in their 
mandate. She was told, "If you go to Tech, you have to take 
Computer Shop." 
Emily declared that she was not ready to leave her home 
yet. Her uncle, a supermarket owner in Washington State, 
had also offered to help her out if she was willing to move. 
This was her most serious option, and she had not eliminated 
his invitation if things became "too tough" either at home 
or at school. Emily found it difficult to keep up with high 
school and did not seem eager to consider further education 
in her future. When I asked about her feelings about coming 
to Tech, she responded that it was that or she was going to 
drop out. She hated her comprehensive school because it had 
people she did not like, and they didn't like her. Her 
mother told her it was either go to school or "get your butt 
out of this house. The people here are a lot friendlier, 
kids and some teachers. Here it’s a lot easier to make 
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friends, a lot friendlier, easier here. I have like ten or 
fifteen friends here." 
When asked about the Ethics class Emily replied that 
she thought it was "alright," but she could not really 
remember any specifics except to name the boys in the class. 
She talked a little about her paper for the Ethics class. 
She found both the topic and task of writing it very 
difficult and somewhat purposeless. As previously noted, 
she had little time at home and had to squeeze the writing 
of the paper in during her other classes. 
Emily did not see connections between her assignments 
and learning. She just plugged along at each isolated task 
and did "her best." Emily told me that she was too tired to 
do her homework. Her low body weight made it difficult for 
her to summon the physical and psychic energy to keep up 
with her schooling and her job. "I try to do homework and 
writing there. It's impossible cause my papers just go 
[ripping sound] and then when I'm not workin', I'm 
babysittin'." She was working at her supermarket job 
bagging groceries, trying to do well in school, and helping 
her family out with child care for her beloved little 
Morgan. "It's for my family. I'm OK." I found it 
difficult in my Literature Based English Class to work with 
Emily on concepts beyond the discrete skills worksheets of 
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her past schooling which she had liked to do. She added that 
she was not worried about it, and shrugged her shoulders 
emphasizing that she would just carry on and try her best. 
Emily’s most dreamed of aspiration appeared to be 
working with special needs children. "I work at summer 
camp. I was going into Community Services this year, but 
the SPED children aren't going to be there. They go up to 
_ for like a school all day long. I went into Aggie 
[landscaping Design] for like a couple of days cause there 
were no openings in computer. I like Aggie better." She 
continued and told me that she loved working with special 
needs children. However, she had positioned herself as 
incapable of achieving that goal. When I asked how she had 
picked Installation and Repair, she responded immediately. 
"Something different. I'm not a person who wants to SIT 
there and stare at a screen six hours a day. I can't sit. 
I'm one of those people who like to roam, get up and walk 
around." Emily also was not headed for a career in 
computers right out of high school. To quote her shop 
teacher, "She's good at cleaning them." Further schooling 
was not something Emily was eager to consider—maybe in the 
future, but she planned to take at least a year off. "If I 
go, I gotta pay for it, which I can't pay for it right now." 
Emily did request a letter of recommendation for a 
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scholarship during her senior year. I wrote her a letter of 
recommendation emphasizing how hard she worked even when she 
did not understand a task. I saw the letter a few days 
later discarded in the Computer Shop; Emily evidently had 
not completed the necessary scholarship documents in time to 
be considered for financial aid. The year after Emily 
graduated from Tech, I often spoke with her; she was still 
at her cashier's job at the local grocery store. 
Summary 
In summary, discourses around vocational education were 
part of each girl's decision. There was family support, as 
well as family resistance for this type of education for 
their girls. Three of the fathers were most reluctant to 
encourage their daughters to attend a school for "slackers." 
Perceptions of vocational education included concerns about 
lack of college preparation, getting in with the "wrong 
crowd", increased risk of teen pregnancy, and lack of job 
opportunities after schooling. Although each of these girls 
was enrolled in the Computer Shop, only Virginia and 
Melissa, the only two girls to really choose their own shop, 
stated any real interest in careers in the computer field; 
they both dropped out of high school. All four of the other 
girls were positioned by others into the Computer Shop, and 
they all dreamed of careers far from keyboards. 
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There were several aspects of high school that were 
problematic for most of them. Four primary issues caused 
tension and precluded successful engagement in schooling. 
1. Attendance was an issue for Susan, Virginia, Melissa, 
and Emily. 2. With the exceptions of Paula and Cathy, 
serious obligations outside of school drained the girls' 
time and energy. 3. Resistance to rules and regulations 
deemed excessive and/or unreasonable was a major issue for 
Susan, Virginia, Melissa, and Emily. 4. Finally, boredom 
with school tasks and being force fed a curriculum that 
generally positioned them as passive learners were critical 
factors in several of the girls' lack of or marginal 
participations in school. At times, both attendance and 
serious outside obligations overlapped and competed directly 
with discourses of personal relationships. 
Findings from my data quickly dispelled a simplistic 
view of schooling as one entity. There were tensions 
between the girls' present participations and their future 
dreams. The contradictions were substantial. Their shop 
choices and future plans did not necessarily dovetail or 
overlap. Four out of six of my participants dreamed of 
careers that had little, if anything, to do with computer 
work in their futures. Two of the girls, Paula and Emily, 
aspired to work in human services. Susan wanted an 
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accounting career, and Cathy aspired to become a chef in the 
military. 
On some level, each of my participants valued and 
believed in discourses around success and post-secondary 
schooling. With the exception of Emily the girls in this 
study were all at least average, if not above average, in 
their academic abilities. They were capable of academically 
succeeding in college. There were, however, aspects of 
college discourses that were foreign and unrealistic to 
them. They often experienced contradictions in the 
connections between high school performance and college 
success. They also were unsure of the processes involved in 
negotiating further schooling. Finally with the exception 
of Paula, the girls had a media perceptions of college life. 
They firmly believed campus life would be easy, filled with 
parties and boys, and most of all FUN and never tedious. 
Chapter Summary 
Gendered discourses around personal relationships and 
schooling/career drove decisions in the present and impacted 
the future lives of these girls. Each of the girls stated a 
desire for the following positions—schooling and work 
successes, safe and enjoyable relationships with peers and 
boyfriends, owners of beautiful homes, raising happy 
children, and looking attractive. Such positionings were 
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not often possible. Many of the girls' subject positionings 
were painful and contradictory. 
Instances of resistance to these positionings surfaced 
during my participant observations and in the girls' talk. 
Alternative positionings were often still contradictory and 
filled with pain. For example, abusive and/or troubled home 
situations were resisted by moving in with boyfriends or 
others who treated the girls equally hurtfully. The girls 
wanted to look beautiful; by the standards of dominant 
discourses positionings as appropriately thin led to poor 
health and or constant stomach pain for at least two of the 
girls. At times, gendered commitments to discourses of 
feminine caring for their needy siblings and/or own children 
contradicted their desires for schooling success in 
agonizing ways which led to academically competent students 
leaving school without a high school education. Cultural 
discourses commanding boyfriends and romance at almost any 
price often superseded discourses of personally safe 
boundaries and participations; the girls were often 
frightened by their boyfriends' moods and behaviors, but 
usually they stoically waited and hoped that "the mood" 
would pass. Voicing their own needs and desires was a 
difficult position for all of the girls. Consistently the 
girls could advocate for others in their lives their 
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siblings, peers, and boyfriends. They were not as competent 
when it came to articulating for their own needs and 
desires. 
In their schooling positionings the girls also faced 
myriad contradictory positionings. Each of these young 
women was guaranteed equal educational opportunities by 
Title Nine Discourse. Most of their parents and teachers 
voiced commitment to their schooling success; with the 
exception of Melissa's parents (both deceased), all of the 
girls reported that their families wanted them to do well. 
The girls all articulated a discourse of successful 
schooling leading them to "a better future." However, they 
often resisted getting good grades for several reasons. 
They stated boredom with top-down instruction that did not 
personally involve them. As noted, personal obligations 
often prevented even minimal schooling participations, 
leaving the girls little choice but to do poorly in school 
and even drop out of school. Positioned into a shop 
situation in which they were minimally interested, several 
of the girls "slacked" and waited out their high school time 
to pursue their real interest, such as culinary school, 
human services education, and work in accounting. For at 
least half of the girls the real career result was 
participation in minimum wage employment bagging groceries, 
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working in a laundry, and answering the phone. 
In Chapter V, I use feminist poststructuralist theory 
to describe and analyze some of the texts related to the 
subject positionings of the girls in this study. In order 
to understand connections between some of the girls' 
discursive practices and textual messages, I use 
poststructuralist feminist methods to analyze texts for 
salient gendered positionings related to the lives of the 
girls in this study. The girls' subject positionings and 
uses of agency shared affinity with myriad texts. In 
Chapter VI I describe and analyze critical schooling 
contexts that served to further augment some of the subject 
positionings of these participants. In Chapter VII I share 
significant insights and implications of this study for 
research and pedagogy. 
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CHAPTER V 
FEMINIST POSTSTRUCTURALIST ANALYSIS OF TEXT 
What Damned error but some sober brow 
Will bless it and approve it with a text. 
Hiding the grossness with fair ornament? 
Merchant of Venice Act 3, scene 2, 78-80 
Culturally prescribed gendered subject positionings are 
often informed by discursive practices related to texts. 
That is not to say that gendered subject positionings are 
any more static and clear in texts than they are in the 
lived subject positionings of real women. In fact, the 
opposite is true. Competing discourses vie for individual 
belief and enacting. For example, huge public campaigns and 
outcries bemoan domestic abuse. Posters and billboards 
offer women and their children support in leaving violent 
relationships. Yet domestic violence is traditionally part 
of romance and horror stories consumed by women and girls. 
Often these stories position girls and women as doing just 
about anything to attract and keep a male romantic partner. 
Articles in magazines, books, and pamphlets about the 
deadliness of anorexia flood counseling and school nurses' 
offices. Environments are filled with food, images of food, 
and emaciated models of femininity. Girls are assured 
"equal opportunity" by written law. Yet girls and women are 
systematically marginalized subordinated and/or excluded in 
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texts of the trades (here used generally to include 
professional as well as vocational employment.) How does 
text relate to girls' negotiations of contemporary ways to 
do gender? 
Texts are theorized by poststructuralists (Davies, 
1989; Foucault, 1977; Walkerdine, 1990, 1992; Weedon, 1993) 
to function by constructing, supporting and reproducing 
institutional knowledge and power. Discourses are learned, 
taken up, reinforced, and rejected through cultural 
interactions. Texts are crucial to this process. I use 
text in its broadest sense of meaningful cultural exchanges. 
Discursive practices constitute and support subject 
positionings and roles that are culturally bound in 
transitory shifting ways that vary in impact and strength. 
Therein lie the potentialities of change. It will 
ultimately be at the seams and edges of these bindings of 
contemporary cultural discourses around texts and contexts 
that may lead to venues of change supporting more equitable 
participations by women and other groups that have been 
traditionally marginalized and/or excluded from equitable 
participations. 
Using feminist poststructuralist theory and methods I 
analyze gender issues in selected texts that were relevant 
to the girls in the study. Specifically, I explore gendered 
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patterns of discourses within and across selected texts both 
from the aesthetic texts loved by the girls and from 
efferent texts that were school-related and/or mandated for 
use within the Computer Shop. My analysis not only presents 
ways that characters within these texts function around 
gender, but identifies places where traditional, patriarchal 
discourses are both colluded with and resisted. 
In the first section of this chapter, I construct brief 
reading profiles of each of the girls in this study. I next 
analyze several aesthetic texts identified by the girls as 
personally important and enjoyable to them. I continue with 
analyses of several information texts required and/or 
available within the contexts of this particular vocational 
high school. This feminist poststructuralist analysis of 
selected contemporary texts identifying relevant gendered 
discourses provides a critical lens of societal framing for 
some of the girls' beliefs, decisions, and subject 
positionings around personal relationships and 
schooling/careers. Discourses important to the subject 
positionings of the six girls are the foci of this chapter. 
Although some of the gendered subject positionings 
within the texts that I am reporting upon are extremely 
powerful and/or detrimental to girls, in no way do I assume 
that any one text or even a collection of texts dictates 
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beliefs and decisions. However, the combined power and 
influence of textual messages privileging certain discourses 
is crucial to constructing and reproducing patriarchal 
frames. The synergy of these texts when situated within 
powerful gendered frames in major institutions cannot be 
denied. It is also the repeated discourses supporting 
patriarchal frames and/or misogyny among and across 
institutions that are important to understanding the impacts 
of discourses around gender. It is just such myriad 
institutionalized discoursal concerns around 
institutionalized texts of family, media, schooling, 
government, penal and health care facilities that introduce, 
support and strengthen synergistic impacts upon individuals. 
Discourses around heterosexual beauty, heterosexual romance, 
care-taking of others, and schooling/careers within the 
texts analyzed in this chapter are fraught with gendered, 
often misogynist, messages. 
Reading Profiles 
Reading has previously been identified as positioning 
girls in distinct gendered positions (Cherland, 1994; 
Cherland and Edelsky, 1993; Christian-Smith, 1993; 
Davies, 1993; Gilbert, 1988; Walkerdine, 1990; Weedon, 
1993). The girls in my study used reading to escape from 
tedium; they openly liked the inherent danger in Stine's 
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work and in films such as Fear. They used reading to "be 
good" when finished with their school work; Susan, Virginia, 
Melissa and Paula were rarely seen in class or in shop 
without a book "in progress." At least three of the girls, 
Virginia in her love of matriarchal times, Paula in her 
passion for the Victorian, and Melissa in her quest for 
learning about ways to be in a family that were "not like 
hers," stated that they used reading to learn about a topic 
of interest and vicariously participate in worlds and times 
far from their own. Susan and Emily declared that they 
disliked reading and mostly just read what was required in 
school. 
An important "use" of reading was related to 
perceptions of proficiency. Two of these girls, Susan and 
Emily, had done very poorly in their grammar and middle 
schooling. Poor grades related to their "troubles" with 
reading impacted upon their statements of enjoyment of text. 
However, even Susan and Emily reluctantly admitted to using 
magazines, and at times even books, to learn about diets, 
boyfriends, friends, and parenting. Reading was rarely 
singularly defined; Paula, one of the most prolific readers 
in this study, was the only girl to openly discuss using 
violent computer games to "get out her tensions." In the 
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following sections I describe each of the girl's reading in 
a brief reading profile. 
Susan and Reading 
Susan responded with a look of dismay when I broached 
the subject of reading. It was immediately apparent that 
reading was a somewhat painful topic to her--at least where 
school texts were concerned. I knew from Susan's lack of 
participation in my ninth grade English class that reading 
was not a popular subject for her. When I talked with Susan 
about books, she immediately delayed the conversation and 
asked about a book about the Holocaust that she had loaned 
me in ninth grade two years earlier. At that instance (much 
to her shock) I returned the book. Hoping to initiate a 
book conversation with her that might spark a reflection on 
this and other novels, I thanked her for the loan and told 
her that I thought it was a really good book and related 
well to the unit we were studying on the Holocaust. I asked 
what she thought of it. I was shocked to hear, "I never 
even read it." 
She told me emphatically that reading was not an 
enjoyable activity for her. This contradicted my 
observations of Susan continually reading books by R. 
L. Stine. I was also surprised because she was a most 
competent reader. I asked again about early books and other 
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titles she enjoyed. Susan replied with discouragement that 
reading in her early schooling was worksheets, not books. 
She continued, "If you did not finish your reading, you 
could not go to lunch." When I pressed her for books she 
read in her early years, Susan firmly stated, "Hmm, that's a 
hard one! I didn't really have any other favorite books." 
I asked specifically about romance or horror, two popular 
genres with teens. She finally responded, "I like Danielle 
Steele's books a little, not that many. I don't like 
reading. I guess it's romance." 
In the next breath she told me, "No. None of that 
horror stuff. I read a Stephen King one. I read Niqhtshift 
and Pet Cemetery. I don't really like Steven King because 
he drags things on. He like explains one simple thing. I 
could take one paragraph and he'll make it into two pages 
and after you're reading the description, you forget what he 
was describing. Well, I do anyway. So, I don't like 
reading." As previously noted, Susan immediately backed 
away from any task she could not easily accomplish. There 
were tensions around a discourse of reading as fun; this was 
especially true in books that were more challenging and in 
texts that were required for her classes. 
Negative statements about reading tied into Susan's 
perceptions of "slacking" as appropriate for "Techies" and 
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"prep" as appropriate for "good students." This dislike of 
reading impacted her grades—especially her English grade. 
"Well, I got a 32. I just don't feel like sitting there 
taking my time writing all that stuff out that I've already 
done. That's what it is." There was an exception. "It was 
only one book I ever liked in school. That is in the eighth 
grade. That was Summer of Mv German Soldier cause it was 
realistic, but I mean Patty was like a real person." 
Characters that related to her subject positionings in real 
life, especially around child abuse, were important to 
Susan. 
Susan remembered another story she read and enjoyed. 
It also was a book about child abuse, 
It's about baby sitting and the little boy was 
abused. It's called, I can't remember, but there's 
two books. I member I read both of them. One of 
them, a little girl, the one with the little girl and 
the little girls gettin' beat. The, they make it look 
like the father's doing it, but it was really the 
mother. Like the baby sitter would go and tell the 
mother that the husband's beating the child so the 
mother, I don't have that book and I forgot the name 
of it, so I don't know how to get it, and then there's 
the other one. It's the same author and they make 
you think the parents are beating the child. Well, 
what happens is the child is putting the bruises on his 
body himself making it seem like the parents are 
abusing him. 
Books with the theme of child abuse fascinated Susan. When 
asked why, she shrugged her shoulders and trailed off, "I 
dunno." In this particular book, the story line mirrors 
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Susan's mothers' abusive treatment towards her children. 
Discourses around the unacceptableness of child abuse that 
competed with her lived experiences seemed to reaffirm 
Susan's continued relationships with and advocacy for her 
younger siblings, especially her little brother. Her past 
experiences of child abuse coupled with her continuing 
mission to help out her younger brother, Ryan, seemed 
important to her textually and in her life. 
A continued insistence on boredom in reading permeated 
our interview; Susan kept repeating that these were 
literally the only books she read and enjoyed. A year later 
during my shop duty, I was most surprised to note Susan 
sneaking R. L. Stine books. In direct contradiction of her 
stated dislike of leisure reading was this one major 
exception. As previously noted, Susan did not like to be 
bored. She liked to be entertained. And what she found 
immensely entertaining were R.L. Stine books. She told me 
that she had read fifteen books from his "Fear Street" 
series between Christmas and New Year (this was the year she 
missed over fifty days of school). When she noted the look 
of shock on my face (misread by her not as shock at her 
reading, but with her choice of author) she countered with, 
"At least I'm reading." Susan's stories about her family 
mirrored some of the misogynist aspects in much of Stine's 
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work. As previously noted in Susan's portrait, sexually 
explicit name calling was directed at her by her mother. 
In response to my questions about computer texts, Susan 
had little to say about these except for card games. "Oh, I 
just play card games. I don't get into all those adventure 
games." I mentioned several I had noticed in shop such as 
Mortal Kombat. "Urn, I don't like games like that." We 
talked a bit about Mortal Kombat which she emphatically did 
not like. "I don't get into games [laughed]. I just don't 
get into it." She did say that she played for "like 15 
minutes" to take a break from all her work. A discourse of 
using reading to escape tedium seemed apparent here. 
She had more to say about her use of the Internet, 
especially a popularly downloaded war game MUDS (similar to 
Mortal Kombat, but more interactive): 
I don't get into that MUDS, something like. I forgot 
what MUDS stands for, but it's like some adventure 
thing. It's like role playing type stuff. I don't 
know. It's like they steal each others' stuff, and 
they steal each others' weapons and stuff and they try 
to kill each other off and everything. 
She stated her dislike of MUDS again and continued with her 
love of chatting on the Internet. 
It's me. I just use the talk area. I just talk to 
people. You just talk to anybody. You know anybody 
who sounds interesting. You know, you can do the 
profiles and like read about them if they have a 
profile. You don't tell 'em anything about yourself. 
You well you don't tell 'em your real name. You, just 
talk to them, and that's it. 
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In her next statements, she continued. 
There's this one guy, I have his address and he has 
mine--real addresses. He's never mailed me a letter. 
He said he's mailed me five of 'em, but none of them 
ever got there. He lives in Michigan. 
Susan obviously felt that it was OK to converse and share 
personal information in chat rooms. A discourse of risk and 
enjoyment in using Cyber texts to escape the mundane was 
appealing to her. 
Virginia and Reading 
Discourses of reading for enjoyment and to learn were 
pervasive in my talk with Virginia, who like Paula was a 
prolific reader. When I asked Virginia about her reading, 
she promptly responded with a broad smile, "ALWAYS." She 
immediately listed several of her favorite authors--Marion 
Bradley Zimmerman, Anne Rice, Stephen King, and Alex Haley. 
She stated a love of any fantasy or pagan book; she loved to 
read about places and times far removed from her life. We 
shared a brief discussion of one of our favorite books, 
Mists of Avalon. Virginia was really looking forward to 
working in the pagan book store and having access to books 
that interest her. She emphatically declared that fantasy 
books were enjoyable, but that fantasy games did not 
interest her at all. This led right into our next topic. 
The next question I asked Virginia was about her use of 
computer texts. She told me that her interest in games is 
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minimal. "I like the problem solving games which we don't 
have. I like mostly a logic game and you have to put 
certain things in order for things to happen, urn, I think 
some of them are kinda senseless. The things I lean to are 
more like Corel Draw and Paintbrush and scanning pictures in 
and manipulating them[trailed off]." Again, Virginia's 
discourse around reading was an activity suitable in her 
mind predominantly for learning. 
Upon consideration there was one computer text she 
loved. She explained to me about making her own texts in 
Visual Basic. 
We're working with programs and graphics. I make like 
the basics of working with graphics. We're doing 
basically all that we can with it because we don't have 
C-Plus. It's a certain program that we would need to 
do more with it than we can right now—to do actual 
graphics actual animation and stuff like that and we 
can't do a higher quality of animation with what we 
have. It's a little bit hard. I'm new at it. I just 
started this year and I don't really know 
programming. Bob is the one who's helping me and he 
knows so much. He's probably one of the most 
knowledgeable persons about computers in our shop. 
At the time of our interview Virginia and another student 
Bob were not really assigned anywhere in shop; they were the 
students of all three instructors who helped them make 
animated texts which she emphatically stated were not games. 
"I do Visual Basic. Not games." Virginia also stated that 
the only game she could play was Tetras a math based game, 
and that she had trouble figuring out some of the others. 
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Virginia definitely preferred to learn from and/or make, 
rather than play computer games. 
Melissa and Reading 
When I asked Melissa about reading and her obvious love 
of books, she quietly replied, "Urn, I was always ahead in 
reading, so when I was in like fourth grade, I was reading 
at like a seventh, eight grade level. Urn, I read a lot of 
the thicker books, like I read, my favorite books when I was 
younger were Charlotte's Web and James and the Giant Peach, 
but they have a movie out now." She then mentioned The 
Great Gillv Hopkins and Bridge to Terabithia. Melissa also 
liked to learn from reading and she chronicled how she 
learned to read. She said that she could read when she went 
to school and was ahead in the Florida school system except 
in math which she quickly caught up in. Melissa connected 
competency in reading with competency in schooling. 
She also had a lot to say about texts she currently 
enjoyed. "Urn, I like to read a lot of suspense, and I don't 
like fantasy, like Harlequin, yeah, well a mystery or I like 
true stories, something like Dean Koontz. I like Anne 
Rice." Melissa participated actively in all English class 
book discussions and, when she was in school, was almost 
always cognitively engaged in the texts that we read in 
class. She had a novel going at all times, both in class 
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and in shop. She was currently into reading Christopher 
Pike and R.L. Stine. She carried at least one of these 
books with her during both shop and class weeks and 
prominently displayed them in her work areas. 
Computer texts were also described as enjoyable and 
used by Melissa. "Urn, a lot of those are card games, and 
they are OK, but they get boring. Most of the things I do 
for computers is on the Internet. I like to go on there and 
you can talk to people from anywhere." Danger surrounding 
chat rooms was fully acknowledged by Melissa. Her online 
participations were careful. She told me emphatically that 
she would NEVER give out her real name and address to anyone 
on the Internet. "And you've got the WEB where you can 
talk. I usually look in on the WEB Crawl or whatever." She 
enjoyed e-mail and said that she would like to have enough 
money to upgrade her home computer equipment to nearer that 
of the 486 and Pentium Computers used in her shop. 
Connecting safely with others seemed important to her. 
She then described a computer horror game (she was 
uncertain of its exact name, but it had been downloaded off 
the NET). "It's like a fantasy thing where you go through 
and they're killing dogs and then they eat it and then they 
sacrifice it." She then mentioned a Smurf Game and I 
naively asked if it were for kids. 
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NO!! It s like the same type of thing where you just go 
there and you run into these things and you kill 'em 
and all that and it's, you see everything ahead of 
you. It's all 3D and stuff, and you play with like 
other people in the shop and it's almost like you're 
driving something, but you can shoot things and change 
things, and you just move along and you go through this 
thing and you try to get to the end before the other 
people. But when you see like I, I was playing and 
Steve was playing and Steve walked out in front of me. 
I would see him and if I shot him, it literally shows 
like blood and everything. It's just another opponent, 
but you see like the person standing there. I don't do 
those. I've seen them played and stuff; they are not 
for me. 
Melissa's dislike of violent games was in direct opposition 
to her stated love of and current reading of texts within 
the horror genre. 
Paula and Reading 
Discourses of reading competency and its necessity for 
school success permeated Paula's talk. Paula was a most 
enthusiastic and competent reader. Early beloved titles 
included Charlotte's Web. The Great Gillv Hopkins, and all 
of Cynthia Voight's books. Paula's all time favorite book 
(and one of her favorite films) was The Outsiders; she 
memorized and recited Frost's poem "Nothing Gold Can Stay." 
When I asked which characters were important to her, she 
immediately answered. "Pony Boy! Pony Boy!! He was 
exactly like me. [laughed] I just saw so many similarities. 
I, and the writing, his writing. He loved to write. He had 
this passion for writing. I love that." When I expressed 
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surprise at this choice because Pony Boy was male and there 
were so few girls in this story, Paula thought about it— 
Um, I don't know because it was sorta like neutral though 
it seems like they could be boys or girls. It seems not to 
have a sex when you read it in the book." 
Paula felt that the characters were not only gender¬ 
less, but timeless in relation to class. "At any time 
period, I think you could place that group of kids in almost 
any time period, and you'd still find groups of kids like 
that divided on income. At any time period you'd get kids 
picked on because they are lower income." She then related 
gossip she heard the other day about herself; she had heard 
that kids considered her rich. Since she lived in a lower 
income area, her parents were not educated people, and she 
attended a vocational school, she scoffed at the very idea. 
Discourses around class and peer groups emerged from our 
discussion of The Outsiders. One other character of The 
Outsiders especially impressed Paula; she loved Darrel, Pony 
Boy's brother. 
Pony was the main character and he was doing well in 
school, but Darrel, his brother was a genius. He was 
so smart and what he wanted to do was when their 
parents died. He dropped out of school to work and 
they used it. Ya know that he used to hang around with 
all the Soc's and everything and then he stopped 
hangin' around with 'em because they started putting 
him down. He used to play football with 'em. He was 
going with a girl that he, once they found out where 
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he was from and he hung around them when he wasn't with 
them. 
These discourses within Hinton's classic novel focused upon 
class and schooling. Tex and That Was Then; This is Now 
were other Hinton books she remembered, but rated as poor 
reading—so poor that she asked her mom to rent the movies 
and see if there was any improvement in the stories in the 
film version. 
Other texts of importance to Paula included the genre 
of horror. "I don't like mysteries. I like horror." She 
was sick of Anne Rice after reading the whole vampire 
series. 
I liked the first one Interview with the Vampire, but, 
Lestat, that, I like hated. He wasn't my favorite 
character and I didn't like that book. Ah, I did not 
like those other types of books either. I think I was 
just reading them because [Virginia] was reading them 
I was like, hey, OK, sure I'll try to read this, but 
now I'm not so much influenced by my peers, and I'm 
not. I was influenced by her a lot. [laughed] Now 
see, I've been reading, I've been trying to sorta take 
a break from all the like heavy duty stuff for a while, 
so I read a couple Danielle Steele and I read a couple 
VC Andrews books, and my teacher looks at me and he 
says, 'You're not reading up to your level.' I'm like, 
NO!!, but these are fun reading. Something I wanted to 
not seriously like put my whole mind-set into that 
book. I can sorta half read it and still know what is 
going on. [laughed] 
Paula was bothered by such criticism from a teacher, but not 
enough to change her reading selections. She resisted her 
current English teacher's (man devoted to the patriarchal 
canon) dismissal of texts she liked as not elite enough. 
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Paula continued with a sheepish smile that she was 
currently enjoying her sister's preteen books by Christopher 
Pike and R.L. Stine. Twice she stated that she should stop 
reading them, but rationalized her enjoyment because "even 
her mother read them." Her younger sister, Linda's teen 
books of romance and horror were shared family reading. 
Paula mused a bit more about her current reading. "Now, 
I'm just sorta like floating and trying to find something I 
like. I'm really getting into books about people with AIDS 
that make me cry. The books that'll make me cry. I love a 
book that will make me cry." AIDS was the current book 
topic for Paula; she insisted that I read, and even brought 
in, one of her favorite books, Robin's Diary, a diary in 
scrapbook format. Discourses around responsibilities for 
illness and care-taking of others filled this text. They 
also related to Paula's life. Edward, her current boyfriend 
had two people in his immediate family dealing with AIDS. 
Paula, as noted in her subject positionings, also supported 
him in his manic and depressive mood swings. Paula wrestled 
with her ability to "help out." 
Another use of books that Paula reported was to learn 
how to initiate and maintain a relationship with a boy. 
Paula shared her past shyness and inability to be more than 
"one of the guys." Paula loved texts that showed her how to 
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become amorously involved with boys. "Well, I like trashy 
books. I really like Danielle Steele's Daddy. I liked that 
book and I liked The Gift. My mom says, 'Now, after you've 
read two of these don't they sound the same?' and I said. 
Now these two they don't really, they are so different." 
The film, Forrest Gump was another romance Paula just loved, 
both for its romance and tragedy. "I just thought it was 
just like the sweetest story, the sweetest love story I'd 
ever watched. The ending, I thought, was really sweet." We 
then embarked on a discussion of stories about AIDS. Paula 
thought that AIDS killed Gump's girl friend. "She had to 
have had AIDS. She was sleeping with all those guys. She 
was shooting up. She was doin' all sorts of things. She 
was doin' coke." He stood by her; she repeated her 
overarching adjective for Forrest Gump—"sweet love affair, 
sweet ending, sweet guy." 
A main era of story that Paula was fascinated with was 
closely associated the Victorian. 
I love the Victorian period. That's like my favorite 
period to read. I like, just the clothes. I love the 
clothing and I love the houses. I said that when we 
were driving down the street. I said to my boyfriend, 
I love those. Someday, I'm gonna have one. I was 
thinking out loud like to my mother and sister and he 
was in the car and he said, 'Why?' and I said, I just 
love those houses and he gees, 'It must be a chick 
thing. Us guys never pick out a house we're going to 
have someday.' 
A discourse of success for Paula included such a home. She 
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was willing to work hard to have a house of her dreams. She 
told me that her current house, a newer cape, was OK, but 
not for her. 
Feminine dress as markers of class and femininity was 
another discursive practice of importance to Paula. She 
often dressed in clothes that were not conducive to repair 
equipment and shop work. She related her love of fancy 
dresses to another favorite movie. 
I liked Gone With the Wind. My boyfriend's mother and 
I will sit there and talk about GWW for hours. I like 
the romances. I really do and I love the time period. 
I think I love that time period for the clothing. Now 
I just personally think that more women should wear 
dresses more often cause I think that you know guys get 
picked on when they're, when, if they dress up in a 
skirt, and yet a girl gets to walk around dressed like 
a guy every day, and when she is in jeans, but I 
just, I don't see why, why a lot of us will walk around 
in just jeans all the time. I, I think that women 
should wear dresses. I don't think they should be 
looked at as you're dressed up. Where are you going? 
I'm not going anywhere! I just feel like wearing a 
dress today. 
When I asked further about the elaborate dresses of that era 
and suggested that such clothing restricted a woman's 
movement, she responded, "Basically, that's all they could 
do back then. I mean a lot of them didn't have the brains, 
they weren't going to school. They were learning how to 
sew." A discourse of "beautiful looks" was perceived by 
Paula as domestic and associated with little intellectual 
power. To her, it seemed looking beautiful and attractive 
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to men was related to marginal and/or restricted subject 
positionings. 
When we talked about TV Paula immediately responded 
that she hated it even though her boyfriend and parents 
loved it. When I specifically mentioned soap operas (a 
topic she had mentioned around the book, Robin's Diary).the 
story changed, and she immediately contradicted her earlier 
statement. She talked a lot about Erica Cane, the model on 
All Mv Children. 
I used to really get into All Mv Children. 
Erica, she's the biggest bitch. She's such a ditz on 
the show. Yep. She's like, she gets into like all 
this trouble. Erica's, Erica's always the center of 
attention. Oh she whines. Oh, she's had like twelve 
husbands. My aunt used to get soap opera magazines and 
she'd give 'em to my mom. When she was done reading 
them and there's actually a actual All My Children 
Family Tree and you can get like Erica Cane and you've 
got like twelve guys branching off of Erica 
Cane. It's, It's like General Hospital. I like 
General Hospital. I was watching that for a little 
while and I was watching it because, they had a whole 
thing on AIDS on it. It was realistically portrayed 
and she died. Yeah she met a friend in the hospital 
and her friend died and now they have the Quartermaines 
are in charge of her friend's daughter. 
At this point in the interview, she emphatically restated 
that Robin's Diary was the BEST book she had read that year, 
and that I MUST read it. 
During her junior year Paula became even more 
entrenched in the discourses of her "soaps." She taped them 
if she knew she would not be home in time to watch them. 
214 
She related plots and character developments to me any time 
she could. Paula told me that her parents were concerned 
with her preoccupation with them; she shrugged this off and 
continued to obtain information about General Hospital from 
the Internet, from magazines loaned by her aunts, and from a 
telephone "hotline" where viewers could get hints about 
upcoming episodes. She read and reread Robin's Diary. 
Paula continued to utilize General Hospital texts and their 
discourses to glean information about gendered 
relationships, live vicariously through the glamour, and 
escape the mundane aspects of being a high school student. 
Paula's love of texts included cyber ones. When I 
mentioned computer games, Paula enthusiastically declared a 
fondness for them. Paula used aspects of fantasy discourses 
to vicariously participate in romance and adventure, and she 
also vicariously expended her anger through games. There 
was an openly stated need to please her current boyfriend 
Edward who loved computer games. 
I do like computer games. I like the bloody ones 
[laughed] I like the guy ones. I like I like the guy 
ones. I like Mortal Kombat. Mortal Kombat1s 
basically a fighting game. You have to basically 
you've got two guys. It's like Karate type fighting. 
You learn all these different combos, and with a combo 
you can like, my favorite thing is like, I've just 
learned how to play Mortal Kombatll. I play this one 
guy over and over again to get to learn the rules. I 
play against the computer and I like to play this guy, 
Reptile, cause he's the only one I figure out the 
combos for and fatalities and this one combo the guy 
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has is he rips off the human mask he is wearing and his 
face is like a lizard face and he spits out acid spit 
at the person he's fighting, [laughed] There's one 
girl, I know some of her moves too. She's got metal 
fans and she throws and chops up the people as she's 
throwing the fans. All this blood comes flying off the 
person. 
When asked why she liked this game, she thoughtfully 
responded, "I just, it helps me unwind if I get really 
ticked off at somebody in school. I can go onto my computer 
and beat up the person on the computer. That's what my 
boyfriend does. My boyfriend taught it to me. I said to 
him. Why do you love video games? He said to me, he goes, 
'I don't hit people. I can go and play my video games and I 
can beat up every person on the video game'." She firmly 
assured me that she never played games in shop. Paula felt 
that games directly competed with schooling. She also was 
adamant about her use of card games; she would only play if 
that was all she could find to do and she was really bored. 
The most important computerized text for Paula was 
being "online." The Internet was of vital importance to 
Paula. When she worked straight through the shop day, she 
rewarded herself by checking her e-mail once in a while. 
Paula's other uses of the Internet were somewhat scary; like 
Susan, she loved "chat rooms." Paula laughingly told me how 
she met Edward, who was four years older than she. She 
jokingly estimated his behavior as a fifteen year old. When 
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they first conversed on line Edward lived in the West. He 
moved to New England to be near Paula. 
I used to go on the talkers and that's just basically 
like a phone line. It's a huge chat room. It's like a 
party line with your friends. That's where I met my 
boyfriend, and the reason, I've never been outgoing. I 
never was one for being like an outgoing person when it 
come to meeting people. I had, it was strange cause 
when I was on the talker and I was just talking to a 
bunch of my friends, he was, we were all in the same 
room. We were in, like, this main room and we're 
all, we're, I was talking, and all of a sudden I 
noticed that he typed in. He typed in that he was 
going to go sit in the corner like, you can type in 
anything you want. He just said he was going to sit 
in the corner. That's just, he just, cause nobody 
was talking to him, so basically he was pouting. Then 
he typed his name on the screen. It's Lizard 
Talon. He goes and sits in the corner and I just 
looked at him. I don't know what, it was the name 
that attracted me to it, and I just wrote-you go sit 
in the corner and I'll kiss you. [laughed] It was the 
only time I've ever done this, anything like that, so 
we started talking and we talked for like, I don't 
know—two and a half, three months and then he decided 
and I decided, OK, we'll try dating and he got an 
apartment in _ and I live in _ [about an hour 
away from Paula's house] so, I only get to see him like 
once a month, but once I get my license and a car, I'll 
be able to see him. He doesn't have a computer, but 
he's got his video games still and I asked him what 
he'll bring and he said, 'I don't know, but I'm, 
definitely bringing my Super Nintendo. He's only 
working at Friendly's, but he's a cook and he's making 
$6.75/hour. 
Paula trailed off after this, but not before she assured me 
that Edward was, "perfect." Her physical relationship with 
Edward contradicted Paula's desires for a "safe and 
rewarding personal relationship." 
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Cathv and Reading 
Cathy's reading also included romance and horror. She 
shared with me her enjoyment of vicarious danger and stories 
of stalking and horror. I talked with Cathy about specific 
books. "My very favorite book is Dead Eves by Stewart 
Woods. I love that book. There is a blind girl who fell in 
love with a cop who was protecting her from a man stalking 
her. It was romantic and exciting." Sandra Brown (a past 
light pornographic writer currently into romance) was 
another author Cathy loved, but she could not recall any 
titles. When I asked what she was currently reading she 
enthusiastically talked about Christopher Pike (she again 
could not remember the exact title) and R.L. Stine. She 
thought that these books were great horror stories and she 
pointedly told me she was happy to be reading it for her 
current English teacher, who required book reports.- 
Cathy's favorite movie of all times was Fear. "It is 
scary, but kept my attention." She emphasized that Fear was 
the ultimate movie and really the only movie she loved. She 
insisted that I rent it and told me that I would absolutely 
"love it." When I asked about other films, she 
enthusiastically stated a love of ALL Walt Disney movies, 
most of which she owned; her favorites were Jafar and Lion 
King. "They are so cute and I love watching them." When I 
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asked about TV and soap operas she emphatically replied, "I 
have no time." She recited her usual routine: She played 
sports until 6:30, her attendance at school was good, and 
she worked hard to keep her grades. 
In ways similar to Melissa's contradictions about 
horror, Cathy recanted her initial love of horror texts by 
emphatically stating that computer games of a violent nature 
were not for her. "No! I hate Mortal Kombat and those 
games." She, much like Melissa, also liked card games, 
golf, and car racing. Cathy, echoing Paula, felt that 
school time was for using educational texts. "I also like 
that game where you build parks and things." I asked if she 
meant Sim City. "That's the one. I like this one very 
much." Cathy had little to say about the Internet. "I play 
chess and talk a little on my e-mail, maybe once a week." 
Much as Melissa, she was wary of using real information on 
the Internet. She labeled exchanges of real information on 
the Internet as dangerous, especially to women. Cathy 
emphatically announced that she would absolutely not give 
out her address on the Net. The ways that Melissa and Cathy 
discussed danger on line contradicted the danger they both 
faced in their relationships with James, a violent 
boyfriend. "I have no time to cruise." She obviously was 
more cautious about her participation on the Internet, than 
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in her life. Cathy and Melissa both enjoyed horror texts in 
movies and books, but not on their computer screen. She 
would absolutely not give out her address on the Net. The 
ways that Melissa and Cathy discussed danger online 
contradicted the danger they both faced in their 
relationships with James and Jerome, violent boyfriends. 
Emily and Reading 
Much like Susan, reading scared Emily. Emily's earlier 
schooling was borderline passing, and reading was definitely 
not an activity that she enjoyed. She had read Charlotte's 
Web and reluctantly stated that it was "OK." She initially 
insisted that she disliked all books and school. "No. I 
didn't have any favorite subjects or books. I like, read a 
baby sitter book. I liked that." When she did not continue, 
I asked about Danielle Steele, but she had never read that 
or any books like that. When I asked if she was reading 
anything at present, she restated that she did not like to 
read but reluctantly admitted, "I'm reading one right now. 
It's Stephen King's Niahtshift. It's alright, interesting 
except for I just can't get into it. It takes me six years 
to read a book, but I'm almost done with that." Later in 
the interview she mentioned another King novel. Thinner. 
She related the plot rather enthusiastically and finally 
admitted that it was alright. Once I received this somewhat 
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positive response about a text, I asked again about authors 
or books she enjoyed. "I think I read Cynthia Voight. I 
don't remember, cause I know I also read Mary Higgins Clark. 
Yeah. That's good." She had little time and interest for 
movies and could not really state a favorite one. 
I next asked Emily about computer games. "Urn, I used 
to play Doom and Wolfenstein at home. It was fun. Now I'm 
bored of it. I play Beat The House, it's a gambling game. 
I'm not very good at computer games." She used her computer 
to type or fool around with her C Drive. Her goal was to 
learn how to down load. I next asked about the Internet. 
"I'm not really too keen about knowing too much about the 
Internet. I don't know too much. I ask for help, 
sometimes people show me; sometimes they won't. So I end up 
trying to figure it out on my own. [trailed off]" She 
further informed me that her prospects for computer jobs 
were not very good because she knew very little about 
computer installation and/or repair and did not understand 
the textbooks. Emily's responses reflected her poor reading 
skills and dislike of school. 
Summary 
Out of these reading dialogues numerous specifics 
around important discourses emerged. The genres the girls 
stated as enjoyable were primarily romance and/or horror. 
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Susan devoured stories of child abuse like Summer of Mv 
German Soldier. Paula and Virginia enjoyed historical 
romances such as Mists of Avalon and Gone With the Wind. In 
the romance genre soap operas reigned in Paula's life; in 
the horror genre Christopher Pike and R.L. Stine reigned in 
almost all of their leisure reading. Most of my informants, 
including Susan, Melissa, Paula and Cathy, regularly read 
and loved books of romance/horror typically those by 
Christopher Pike and R.L. Stine. Virginia and Paula talked 
about Anne Rice specifically. Susan and Paula loved 
magazines around their interests—diet and food information 
for Susan and soap opera updates for Paula. In their 
younger reading, most of the girls cherished Charlotte1s 
Web. Bridge to Terabithia, Gillv Hopkins, and James and the 
Giant Peach. 
Films were noted by only two of the girls. Cathy 
shared a favorite horror film. Fear, and Paula loved Gone 
With the Wind. Forrest Gump, and the Outsiders. Only Susan, 
Virginia, and Emily specifically stated that Stephen King's 
work was important to them. Computer texts varied from Sim 
City. Tetras, and other educational games to games of horror 
and war such as Mortal Kombat and MUDS. A most enjoyed 
computer "text" was conversing with others online via e-mail 
and/or "chat rooms." Gendered discourses around personal 
222 
relationships and schooling career were apparent in the 
texts selected and used by my informants. Ways to look, 
relate to others, and "appropriate" feminine pursuits 
emerged from the myriad texts related to my participants. 
Feminist Analysis of Selected Texts 
In this section, I analyze several representative texts 
including Charlotte's Web. Robin's Diary, What Holly Heard. 
Mortal Kombat, Ethics in America, and a selection of 
magazines available in the Computer Shop. In the concluding 
section of this chapter, I discuss discourses from these 
texts that related to the girls' gendered subject 
positionings in regard to their personal relationships and 
schooling/career. 
Each text that I analyze in this section is capable of 
imparting gendered information. Each text also is capable 
of evoking emotional responses in its respondent. Even 
though I have divided the texts into seemingly discrete 
categories, they are essentially a web of relations. 
Through chains of interrelated meanings, certain subject 
positionings are reproduced. The synergy of experience of 
textual messages from infancy through high school cement 
many gendered subject positionings as "normal." In order to 
identify seams of change, gendered subject positionings 
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within texts, subtle and overt, need to be investigated and 
shared with researchers and practitioners. 
Aesthetic Texts 
Aesthetic texts were most important to each of the 
girls in this study. Charlotte's Web was talked about with 
almost reverence. Soap opera and romance texts were shared 
through book exchanges, videotaping, and conversations about 
the characters. Stine's work was related as exciting, 
sometimes a bit scary, but mostly entertaining. Texts 
selected for pleasure also packed powerful information about 
how to be a feminine in this society. 
Charlotte's Web. "I have nothing at all on my mind, but 
too many things under my behind."--the mother goose—I begin 
this section around aesthetic texts, with a 
poststructuralist feminist analysis of one of the earliest 
texts the girls mention as enjoyable. In order to identify 
sites of gendered subjectivities, I analyze the grammar of 
the text and visual impacts, as well as subject postionings 
of the main characters. Charlotte's Web was not just 
popular with and loved by the girls in my study; it is 
commonly chosen as an instructional text in whole language 
classrooms as well as in classrooms based on basal 
instruction. Charlotte's Web is a cultural giant; it 
dominates the children's literature canon. It is a text 
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that both young and old value. In fundamental ways, this 
story supports many popular notions around "common sense" 
gendered subject positionings that are more or less on 
"automatic pilot" and accepted as "normal." 
In the story of Charlotte's Web girls and women do 
certain things in certain ways and in certain contexts; boys 
and men do other things in other ways and contexts. The 
animals, as well as the people, especially Templeton, the 
geese, Charlotte the spider, and Wilbur the pig, are 
depicted through gender-specific subject positionings 
determined by their biological sex. 
A discourse of male dominance and control is rife in 
this story. A grammar of control and submission surround 
Fern, the main character. She is repeatedly spoken to using 
imperative sentences. She is expected to comply with the 
commands. She is admonished by her father when told of the 
impending slaughter of a runt pig, "You will just have to 
learn to control yourself" (p. 3). On the same page her 
mother supports the father's wishes and instructs her, 
"Don't yell" (p. 3). Fern exerts agency when she powerfully 
resists her parents' law by successfully begging for and 
saving Wilbur's life. A family discourse of the rule of 
the father and support of the mother is powerfully 
interrupted by Fern's resistance to being a nice girl and 
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following her father's orders. She is culturally sanctioned 
because the stakes are life and death; she is not just being 
willful, a living being needs her. 
Characters are positioned through more than words. 
Discourses around gendered roles of nurturance fill the text 
both verbally and visually. Charlotte's Web is attractively 
illustrated like many beginning chapter books; pictures 
function to help the reader and/or listener to build 
meaning. Discourses around females and nurturing are 
pervasive as Fern saves, feeds, and cares for the baby pig. 
Fern is shown (p. 6) with a baby bottle nourishing her 
newborn pig, Wilbur. The illustration shows joy on her face 
as she cares for Wilbur. In another drawing Fern is seated 
on the floor in the corner of the kitchen with "her infant 
between her knees" (p. 4). Wilbur is repeatedly called both 
"her baby" and "her infant." Fern builds trusting 
relationships in ways illustrative of and replicating 
gendered discourses around the connecting, caring roles 
society expects from women. 
Fern embodies another gendered practices of the caring 
female operating quietly in the private, domestic sphere. 
She is repeatedly described as quiet, friendly and 
nurturing. Many of her subject positions are cultural 
prototypes for connecting relationships through caring for 
others. Such mothering discourses include positioning 
carers as cheerful, self-sacrificing, and willing (almost 
desirous) to support more public positionings for their 
loved ones. 
Gendered messages are powerfully increased by the 
introduction of Fern's brother, Avery, another important 
character in this story. Each of the children's subject 
positionings is juxtaposed adding to their dramatic impact. 
Fern recurrently behaves in culturally sanctioned subject 
positions highlighting discourses around appropriate 
behaviors and appearances for the feminine. "Fern stood at 
the kitchen sink drying the breakfast dishes as her mother 
washed them" (p. 105). At eight years of age she prepares 
for the fair—"She put on her prettiest dress because she 
knew she would see boys at the fair" (p. 138). On the other 
hand, her brother Avery is described in stereotypical male 
ways. The reader soon meets Avery. "At this very moment 
her brother Avery came into the room. Avery was ten. He 
was heavily armed—an air rifle in one hand, a wooden dagger 
in the other . . . Avery often brought a trout home in his 
pocket . . . Avery would find a little grass snake in the 
hay, and would add it to the other things in his pocket" (p. 
43). This passage is reinforced by an illustrated Avery in 
arms. "Avery was upstairs with his slingshot" (p. 52). 
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Their gendered positionings reinforce cultural notions—Fern 
is clean washing the dishes and Avery is dirty from play 
with weapons in hand. Several other times in the story. 
Fern and Avery are again juxtaposed around their roles. 
White describes the children as they return after a day in 
the field. "Avery carried a live frog in his hand. Fern 
had a crown of daisies..." (p. 67-8). 
Discourses around the frailty and sickly nature of 
women are also evident in this story. Later on in the story 
the children's goals for the fair are described as dreams. 
"The night before the County Fair, everybody went to bed 
early. Fern and Avery were in bed by eight. Avery lay 
dreaming that the Ferris Wheel had stopped and that he was 
in the top car. Fern lay dreaming that she was getting sick 
in the swings" (p. 118) . Avery is positioned at the top of 
the fair world enjoying his experiences. Fern is positioned 
whirling and vomiting limiting her participation in the much 
looked forward to event of the county fair. 
Fern is taken to the doctor when she is "not acting 
right." One powerful message around a discourse of male 
authority is highlighted in the following interaction 
between the knowledgeable male doctor (Chapter 14 is named 
for him) and Fern's mother, who is worried about her 
daughter's behavior. Dr. Dorian diagnoses Fern's "problems" 
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in relation to boys. There is a visual message as well as 
verbal messages in their exchange. The accompanying 
illustration from Charlotte's Web supports a male dispensing 
wise knowledge to a woman. A discourse of gendered body 
language between the doctor and the mother is apparent. The 
doctor is leaning back and she is leaning into him. She is 
positioned as receiving knowledge from the doctor, who is 
positioned as knowing her child better than she does. This 
scene is particularly disturbing in its visual and textual 
gender messages because Fern is being discussed in terms of 
how she is not like Avery (the standard) and how she (at 
eight years old) needs to be interested and attractive in 
relation to boys to be well and functioning like a "normal" 
girl. Fern is positioned as the inferior half of the 
male/female relationship. 
Discourses of a woman's underlying support for others, 
particularly the men in her life are paramount to this 
story. Ownership and credit for text (thinking) is another 
gendered discourse in Charlotte's Web. Traditionally, 
female secretaries, wives, and women coworkers help men 
write. Upon publication, the man takes public credit. The 
culture traditionally values the male public display. The 
contradictions and tensions in this writing discourse are 
openly discussed in relation to this famous pig. When 
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Charlotte, the female spider, writes "Some Pig" in her web, 
the Zuckermans, the family's farming neighbors, argue about 
the role of the writer and her text. Again a dyad is 
explicitly constructed. Was Charlotte special? Or, was 
Wilbur special? Mrs. Zuckerman argues with her husband, "It 
seems to me that you're a little off. It seems to me we 
have no ordinary spider. Mr. Zuckerman counters, "Oh no. 
It's the pig that's unusual. It says so, right there in the 
middle of the web" (p. 81). Charlotte is authoritatively 
identified as the inferior half of the constructed dyad 
around credit for the message, and it is most important to 
note that "either/or" thinking extends to emphasis on one 
"correct" meaning that excludes other interpretations. 
Gendered discourses around the appropriateness of 
public and private and active and passive operation are 
evident within the story. Wilbur, the male pig, boasts, "I 
could spin a web if I tried" (p. 60). Charlotte tells him, 
"With men it's rush, rush, rush, every minute. I'm glad I'm 
a sedentary spider ... I stay put and wait for what comes" 
(p. 60). Again the positionings into feminine passivity are 
acceptable and framed as even desirable. Charlotte directly 
tells Wilbur, "Your success is my success" (p. 163). A more 
powerful prototype of a woman living vicariously and 
passively through her loved ones is difficult to construct. 
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Although Charlotte displays some agency in her decision to 
support Wilbur and in her powerful construction of text, the 
pig is the star. This textual excerpt also dramatically 
illustrates cultural "common sense'7 around gendered 
participation in public or private spheres—Wilbur is free 
to operate and be acknowledged in public arenas as Charlotte 
supports his development, waiting and waiting in the private 
arena to the point of death. 
There is evidence of gendered discourses around family, 
even if the family presented has feathers. Another female 
character, the goose is positioned by her reproductive 
functions. "I have nothing at all on my mind, but I've too 
many things under my behind" (p. 33). As her eggs near 
their incubation time the mother goose who is described as 
talking fast and stridently, becomes more feminine—"the 
silly goose sat quite still and talked less than usual" (p. 
44). Silly mother goose is depicted as weak and powerless 
to protect her babies against the male rat, Templeton. 
Father goose is positioned as the powerful protector. It is 
up to the gander to protect the goslings,"But I'll tell you 
one thing, Templeton, if I ever catch you poking-oking-oking 
your ugly nose around our goslings, I'll give you the worst 
pounding a rat ever took, and the gander opened his wings 
and beat the air with them to show his power" (p. 45). 
231 
Power, aggression, and physical resolution of conflict are 
the provinces of these two males; frailty is the province of 
the mother. With a threat of violence, reflective of 
cultural discourses around male power, the two males settle 
the issue, as mother goose quietly sits on her eggs. 
Charlotte's Web is beloved by readers of many ages; it 
has a long history in the children's literature canon. To 
many educators it is inviolable. Predictability (based on 
common sense) is evident and thus Charlotte's Web is 
considered an excellent text for readers who are beginning 
chapter books. This very predictability makes it very 
suspect in its prescriptive gendered positionings of 
characters and plot. Predictably female characters are 
described in terms of their deficiencies and are positioned 
as living vicariously and passively while supporting males. 
Males (humans and animals) use a preponderance of 
imperatives in their talk with females. In instances, the 
female characters depend upon authoritative family knowledge 
dispensed by powerful male characters operating in public 
spheres of interaction. Female characters nurture and 
support others and work cooperatively, connecting with other 
characters. Male characters use images and threats around 
violence. Charlotte's Web is a story, not an information 
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text, but it packs a wallop of information about gendered 
positionings. 
Robin's Diary. "He asks point blank (promising not to 
yell) if I'm sexually active. I swear I'm not, I swear I'm 
not planning to be any time soon."-Robin talking about Uncle 
Mac, her guardian—Robin's Diary is a spinoff of the popular 
soap opera General Hospital. Discourses of heterosexual 
romance are evident throughout this book/album of the 
romance, courtship, and tragedy of Robin and Stone, two 
beloved soap opera characters. Sex, treachery, intrigue, 
suspense, and romance--the daytime soap promises all in both 
its television format and book format all framed in gendered 
subject positionings. The soaps are followed by millions of 
mostly teenage girls and adult women viewers. With the 
exception of Cathy who was my only respondent with time 
limitations, soap operas, especially General Hospital, were 
followed and discussed, as though the characters are real, 
by the girls in my study. I continue Chapter V's discussion 
of text with a feminist analysis of Robin's Diary. 
As previously noted, this text falls into a genre with 
which I was not familiar. I knew that soap operas had 
magazines devoted to the popular daytime TV series, but I 
had never heard of books around the shows. Robin's Diary is 
a book in scrapbook format constructed around the lives of 
233 
characters from the very popular soap opera General 
Hospital. Buyers of the book are immediately positioned 
into a "caring for others" role by the inscription on the 
cover that all ABC's profits from the book are directly 
funneled into several AIDS-related organizations. 
As previously noted, Paula extolled this as the very 
best book she had ever read, "a story I shouldn't miss." 
She brought it into school for me to read; this is the only 
text deemed important enough to bring in for me. Although 
the first four pages are comprised of detailed character 
descriptions (including a family tree), during my first 
reading, I lacked the schemata to follow it. I could not 
understand the characters' past interactions with other 
characters that are talked about as if every respondent knew 
their personal history. Events and places that I had never 
heard of are referred to continually. I shared my 
frustrations about trouble understanding the text, and the 
girls in my study quickly informed me of General Hospital's 
Web site where I could print out "The Eighties" and "The 
Nineties," detailing the history of the show. I visited 
this site on the Internet and printed twenty-one pages of 
General Hospital history. This filled me in on past plots 
and character developments. Robin's Diary began to make 
sense. 
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A discourse of heterosexual romance and memories is 
supported by the book's photographs, art work, and 
souvenirs. The book has a most attractive cover showing an 
embossed rose over a picture of the two main characters, the 
teenage Robin, an orphan living with her Uncle Mac, and the 
love of her life, an older man named Stone. The diary 
format is interspersed with pictures, souvenirs, and 
letters. It is billed as "The story of Robin and Stone. 
It's about the love that Robin and Stone share, and it's 
about the love they inspire around them" (Pinsker, p. vii). 
The story describes Robin's adolescent struggle to become 
sexually active and the outcomes of her decisions. The 
book's story focuses on Stone's battle with and death from 
AIDS. 
A discourse of feminine caring for others permeates the 
story. Robin literally gives up her prospects for a long 
life for Stone. She helps him in other ways than nursing 
him. She supports improvement in his reading (he is 
basically illiterate before his dyslexia diagnosis). Stone, 
a man off the streets, gains social acceptance through their 
relationship. Most significantly, Robin nurses and nurtures 
him through the horrors of dying of AIDS. She also becomes 
HIV positive; much like Charlotte she will lose her life 
while supporting a male character. 
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Discourses around appropriate schooling for women are 
apparent. School for Robin is not exciting, or even really 
worthwhile, especially when school conflicts with 
interactions with a boyfriend. The very first paragraph 
tells of Robin's boredom in school. She then disparagingly 
describes herself, "Robin Devane Scorpio. Thoroughly 
Excellent. Brilliant student. All-around good girl. 
Dutiful niece, truthful, brave, faithful, and boring" 
(p. 3). She continues with self-deprecating comments about 
spending too much time studying for perfect French grades in 
school and punctuating perfectly even in her diary. Robin 
is positioned to resist such boredom. Her positioning as a 
perfect student is juxtaposed to Stone, who is described by 
Robin as having a more desirable relationship with 
schooling. "If he ever met a semi-colon, he would put it in 
its proper place which is nowhere in his life" (p. 5). 
"Slacking" (Susan's term for minimal schooling 
participations) becomes a goal rationalized by Robin's new 
belief that schooling is not as important as keeping a 
boyfriend in real life. 
Robin wrestles continually with her competence in 
school and whether schooling is worth her time. Either/or 
thinking dominates her thinking. Robin talks about one of 
her typical mornings: 
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This morning I waited in my room, like I've been doing 
every day, till I knew Uncle Mac was gone, scarfed down 
one of Felicia's health food breakfast bars (sawdust 
paste between two layers of cardboard) and started to 
leave for school, and I just couldn't do it. Things 
are so unreal there. I wonder why I never—no matter 
what I do--feel connected. I get my A's, I mind my 
business, I have conversations with my classmates, but 
I think about 10 percent of me is engaged. The rest of 
me is miserable and scared and angry and most of 
all lonely. The only person I want to see is Stone 
(p. 19). 
Robin's quandary is framed as a dyad. Her choices are 
either school OR maintaining an exciting romance with her 
boyfriend continues later on in the story. When she 
receives her acceptance to Yale, she articulates a dream to 
go, but will give it all up if Stone wants her to. "I tell 
him, and I mean it with all my heart, that if he asks me to 
stay, I will tell Yale, no thank you" (Pinsker, p. 57). 
There is a clear message around her gendered subject 
positionings and schooling. Cultural discourses around 
romance support men as capable of both schooling and a 
relationship. Learning and schooling which interfere with a 
woman's "total" commitment in a relationship are expendable. 
Discourses around friendships with other girls are 
evident in Robin's tense relationships with her best friend. 
Robin longs to trust her and share her life. Robin is 
suspicious of trusting her since she previously betrayed 
her, but Robin needs her. She is warned by her aunt to stay 
in and study and follow Uncle Mac's rules, which are for her 
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benefit. She sneaks out with the advice and support of her 
girlfriend to meet Stone at Kelly's, a local hangout. With 
her friend's help she sees Stone, to whom she is immediately 
attracted—"hormones awake, not raging." She dumps her 
girlfriend to be with Stone. 
Discourses around patriarchal family regulations are 
challenged by Stone. Stone talks with her about her uncle's 
rules and the silliness of social controls. In essence he 
talks her into defying the restraints of a conventional life 
and taking on his unconventional life style. With courage, 
Robin breaks out of her "conventional, boring" life. 
Through her relationship with Stone she resists the 
parameters of the traditional life planned for her by her 
family. 
Competitive discourses around her obligations position 
Robin in a bind; it bothers her not to be able to please her 
Uncle Mac and Stone, and her decisions are fraught with 
tension about her loyalties. She wants to position herself 
as making trouble for neither her family nor Stone, the man 
she is beginning to fall in love (or at least in lust) with. 
She tries to communicate with Uncle Mac. She is in a bind 
because her uncle will not listen to her. His 
"communication" seems limited to the patriarchal discourses 
of control of the women and children in his life. He rants 
I 
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and raves at her. Robin longs for answers. "I would like 
to go to Felicia, because I suspect she thinks Mac's being 
unreasonable, but I also know she'd never dispute his 
authority" (p. 16). 
Resisting her guardian's stricture and seeing no other 
options, she displays agency and begins to lie about going 
out. Robin becomes excitingly rebellious and resistant to 
being "good." She drinks, drives Uncle Mac's Jaguar 
illegally at 82 MPH, and is arrested. Uncle Mac, caring, 
but enacting his patriarchal position of father, reacts. 
Grounding extends to six weeks and loss of driving permit. 
Robin begins to skip boring school; she spends all her time 
with Stone. A discourse of pleasure replaces restrictive 
uncles and boring school. 
Robin articulates a discourse that seems to celebrate 
autonomy. She knows that she violated her expected life 
path for immediate gratification; she ponders this in an 
almost poststructuralist way. "Normal doesn't seem so 
important anymore. I was probably going after it because I 
know that's what my parents wanted more than anything for 
me; a truly normal life" (p. 21). 
Robin constructs normal in terms of a Leave it to 
Beaver life style—boring, prescribed by others, and too 
safe; Robin's Diary reflects traditional male roles and 
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discourses of control of others, use of aggression and 
potential violence to settle difference. Robin is mostly 
positioned by others throughout the story. Uncle Mac, 
Robin's guardian, seeks to control her behavior through 
imperatives and restrictions on her behavior. Uncle Mac's 
"sacred authority" (Pinsker, p. 18) is continually watching 
over and directing her. "Uncle Mac makes this huge 
pronouncement: 'He is not for you.' Like that. Zeus or 
somebody has spoken" (Pinsker, p. 9). Robin laments and 
resists his attempts at control and authoritative displays 
as god-like in their power. She struggles to leave Uncle 
Mac's male control which is viewed as suffocating, to submit 
to Stone's male control which positions her to his liking; 
she views this repositioning as liberating. 
Discourses around class are predictable in a story 
about "the rich," Robin's family, and "the poor," Stone. 
Robin really admires Stone's stance when confronting Uncle 
Mac about their relationship and his "lower class" 
lifestyle. "Stone is quiet and cool as Mac starts out by 
dissing his relationship with Sonny and his unstructured, 
unfocused life" (p. 37). Structure and safety are the 
positionings Robin's guardian frames for her; she resists 
and positions herself for risk. Robin's resistance is 
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critical to her life; she is HIV positive by the end of the 
book. 
Discourses around the sexuality of teenage girls are 
evident in Robin and Stone's relationship. Robin wrestles 
with her desires and what they mean to her autonomy. "I 
took hold of my life. I took command of my body. I wanted 
to give it to Stone, and I did. And I'm more sure than ever 
that it was the exactly right thing to do, exactly now. I 
feel as though I finally belong to myself. The paradox is I 
also belong, totally, to Stone" (Pinsker, pp. 60-61). Robin 
personifies most adolescent girls' dreams; she is in a 
mutually satisfying physical relationship with Stone; he is 
unlike most of the adolescent boys they date who just want 
quick sex. Stone cares as much for her as she does for him. 
A discourse of feminine incompleteness as an individual 
evolves through the story. Although Robin is described as a 
very bright, competent person, she is ultimately incomplete 
without belonging to a man. This discourse is rarely if 
ever evoked for males. They are depicted as capable of 
being a whole person with or without a partner. 
Robin's Diary epitomizes the gendered discourses of its 
genre—romance. "Getting and keeping a guy" are prevalent 
themes. Exciting events dominate the narrative—skipping 
school, drinking, driving fast, top consumer durables, sex 
241 
fill the pages. The story is filled with tensions within 
Robin's life. The actions and characterizations position 
Robin in traditional gendered frames of self-sacrificing, 
supportive roles, in this case a life sacrificing role. 
Robin shows agency in her resistance to boring, restrictive, 
and controlling discourses around family and school. 
Stone's positioning of male control is not just tolerated by 
Robin, but celebrated as life-fulfilling and enjoyable for 
her. Robin chooses to nurture Stone through his illness and 
death. This act is a powerful model for young respondents 
in considering decisions around their relationships with 
their boyfriends and their families. Schooling is framed as 
boring, classist, and superfluous for a women's fulfillment 
in life. This text packs entertainment for its young female 
respondents; it also packs a wallop of gendered information 
about cultural participations and some very disturbing and 
self-destructive ways for young women to resist some of the 
cultural strictures. 
What Holly Heard. "It was true. Jed did kill Holly!— 
In this section of Chapter V, I again use feminist 
poststructuralist analysis to examine a series of texts that 
the girls loved. Paula, her mother and sister, Melissa, and 
Susan all shared a love of "any book" by R.L. Stine, 
especially the "Fear Street" series. Once I was aware of 
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this author, I spied his novels throughout the school in 
girls' hands, backpacks, and some classrooms. I went to 
Barnes and Noble looking for a book by this author. I was 
directed to several bookshelves, almost an entire section, 
filled with his books (Stine also writes the popular Goose 
Bump series for boys); many of the books marketed for girls 
were from a series called "Fear Street." As a 
representative text from Stine's "Fear Street" series, I 
picked the Stine novel What Holly Heard. What Holly Heard 
is the first book that I read by this author. It was also a 
favorite of Paula, her sister, and Susan. 
In order to more fully understand the popularity of 
this author, I read and catalogued feminist issues in a 
number of his books. Paula generously asked her younger 
sister (she did not admit ownership) to loan me four of her 
R.L. Stine books; Linda generously agreed. In addition to 
those four, I purchased and read ten more titles (see 
bibliography of aesthetic texts). 
Aspects of discourses around romance/horror are 
apparent before a reader even opens the book. All of these 
fifteen stories by R.L. Stine share certain qualities, and 
attractive, enticing visuals are immediately apparent. The 
book covers are visually alluring, especially as a set. 
Colors on the covers, predominantly purple (all but three of 
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the novels I analyzed have purple in the cover 
illustrations), form a delightful display for the young 
collector. Cover designs (with few exceptions) show frames 
for the main character. The framing of characters varies 
but is typically rectangular and includes glass—mirrors, 
windows, pictures, and windshields. It is almost as if the 
characters are positioned as photographic or mirrored 
images, rather than physically substantive. Without 
exception the covers display very attractive adolescent 
images on their covers. 
One immediately apparent discourse in these texts is 
related to that of the family. The Stine books that I read 
for this study usually position the main character as female 
(only two books have a male as a main character.) She is 
always pretty much autonomous in relation to her immediate 
family. The main girl character generally has a treacherous 
(or at least expendable) best girl friend or sister, a 
little brother, and absent (physically and/or emotionally) 
parents. Parents have strokes, other disabilities making 
them inaccessible, or are dead. They are working late, on 
vacation, out of town, or single and out all night. In 
other words they just are not there; the girls are 
excitingly more or less "on their own." Discourses of 
autonomy and freedom from parental control are in reality 
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far removed from the daily lives of most adolescent girls. 
In all of the fifteen books that I read, very few, only 
around forty utterances are directly stated between a parent 
and child; a majority of these verbal interchanges are 
imperatives from the adults. This lack of adult support 
mirrors the families of Susan, Virginia, and Melissa. 
Almost all other dialogue is peer to peer. 
The narratives I read always include discoursal 
positionings related to heterosexual romance. Physical 
attributes around gender are repeatedly described; they are 
not always depicted as attractive. Weight is a problem for 
some of the unattractive girls. Unattractive women also 
communicate in non-feminine ways. Women and girls described 
negatively frequently use shrill voices. They tease and 
sigh. In not one case is a male described as physically 
unattractive; verbally boys grumble, growl, snarl, snap, and 
grunt. This is part of acceptable communication; the boys' 
nasty talk is rationalized because the boys are "tired," 
"under pressure," or just plain "in a bad mood." 
Discourse around feminine physical beauty also 
permeates these texts. Appearance is a focus and of primary 
importance in every story. Attractiveness is expensive. 
Outfits of the richer girls are in style and gorgeous. 
Magenta press-on nails are applied, noses are pierced. 
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lipstick is perfect, and tatoos are displayed. Desirable 
characters wear J. Crew, Polo shirts, Bass Weejun loafers, 
Ralph Lauren clothes. Gap tee shirts, Giorgio beach 
accessories, and cashmere sweaters. Girls are positioned on 
many pages as dressing and redressing to look "exactly 
right" for their boyfriends. Many of the girls are 
described as potential models. Hair and skin are always 
perfect; the characters are always white with the exception 
of one Asian girl who is admired and included because of her 
exceptional beauty and high class background. 
A discourse of status and conspicuous consumption of 
high quality consumer durables is evident. Cars and other 
high status goods are abundant. Vehicles mentioned include 
jet skis, snowmobiles, jeeps, Porsches, Miatas, Mercedes, 
and Volvos. The admired characters typically talk with car 
phones and play CD players. High status characters own 
laser printers, CD players, laptop computers, and leather 
couches. The mall is mentioned in virtually every story--a 
place to shop, meet people, and work. Vacations are to the 
Bahamas, resorts, ski lodges, and cabins in the wilderness. 
These are often juxtaposed against the poorer Fear Street 
inhabitants. Class is an issue in these stories. Many 
characters long to be part of this high class group. 
Characters can do and do about anything to obtain a 
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boyfriend and/or be included in these groups. In The Dare. 
Johanna states, "I would do anything to be part of that 
group" (p. 24). 
A discourse of romance in these stories includes exotic 
settings. Favorite sites include the beach, ski areas, and 
resorts. All except three of the books that I read are set 
on Fear Street; students attend Shadyhill High School, and 
their homes are shabby and in most cases supernaturally 
influenced. Trips to exciting locales relieve the tedium 
and boredom of such class strictures for many characters. 
New and exciting places outside of their homes lead to new 
boyfriends and experiences, even if some are dangerous or 
even life threatening. 
Schooling discourses are sprinkled throughout these 
stories. The characters are mostly high school students 
with an occasional college student. Many characters 
regularly state a dislike for school and skip frequently. 
College students major in art, music, photography, and 
sports. There is only one exception in the books I read; 
one girl wants to be a doctor, and this positioning is used 
in the plot line when she identifies a poison. The high 
school characters are headed to two year colleges or 
modeling schools with portfolios, not high SAT scores. 
« 
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Advanced schooling, really most schooling, is framed as 
boring, superfluous and/or irrelevant. 
Stine's romances are also laced with discourses of 
horror. Terrifying events occur to innocent people in 
innocuous locations. "Killing" and "death" are two of the 
most frequently used words in all of the stories and on the 
covers. The Bov Next Door's cover is billed with "Die, Die, 
Die, Kill, Kill, Kill." Characters, predominantly female, 
are poisoned, killed with acid, pushed into quarries, 
knifed, and drowned. They meet their demise in cars and 
falls down stairs. Some are electrocuted and clubbed to 
death with a mallet. "Psycho" is a common word. The reader 
can count on at least one crazy person who usually has an 
initial facade of normalcy—until you get to know him/her. 
Horror emanates from the text as well as the covers written 
with letters dripping blood red ink. 
Other aspects of discourses around the occult appear 
frequently. Supernatural powers invade the lives of many 
characters. Diabolical external influences, evil on the 
loose, are integral to a number of stories. In The Face an 
outside control makes drawings appear. In other stories, 
cars that kill and maim are controlled by powerful evil 
influences outside of the character's control. Murder and 
mayhem are accomplished not only by characters, but by 
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outside influences. Evil is not really the responsibility 
of the perpetrators. 
Discourses of horror within Stine's books also include 
unruly, macabre animals. Pets are mentioned in a number of 
the stories. They include mostly cats (with their occult 
history intact), a few birds (also related to tales of 
terror), tarantulas, and one innocuous fish in a 
psychiatrist's office. These stories do not generally 
include more masculine discourse of horror with torture and 
dismemberment. In only one book is an animal tortured. 
Goggles, the cat, is boiled as a warning to one of the 
girls. Cats, however, are not always villainous. They are 
incorporated as wise and warning in a few plot lines. Cats 
dislike evil persons before their owners even know about the 
danger. Tarantulas and fish die, but are not tortured. 
A discourse of the female as the inferior part of the 
gender dyad is evident in many sections of text; this 
inferiority is often extended to causing inferiority in 
boys. In numerous texts girls are positioned as CAUSING 
boys to act in unacceptable ways. They are described as 
"evil," "slutty" and "slimy." In The Bov Next Door the 
killer "tries to wash dirty girl off" (p. 59). In The Final 
Grade Scott "shook her away as if she were a bug that had 
somehow crawled onto his fingers" (p. 115). Later in the 
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story The Bov Next Door. Scott continues— "She leaned 
forward and worked her fingers through my hair. Her fingers 
felt like worms digging at my scalp" (p. 64). Scott kills 
Crystal in the end of the story because she is a "slutty 
dresser" and uses "too much" makeup. She is positioned as 
"bad," "evil." Scott is not responsible for his murder; it 
is Crystal's fault; she MAKES him hurt and ultimately kill 
her. Such positionings of women as inherently dirty and 
deserving of hurt, an integral part of discourses of horror 
and pornography, permeate many of Stine's stories. 
It is a repeated mantra that girls, by the ways they 
dress, the things they say, and the ways they behave are 
"asking for it." The boys really are doing what they have 
been positioned to do by society, including powerful occult 
influences, that are "normal." Appropriate actions for boys 
consist of seizing positions of control and keeping them, 
even to the point of violence and/or death. In only four 
stories are there women who behave violently—a psychotic 
stalking secretary, a ghost, a jealous girl friend, and a 
psychotic photographer. 
In order to get a micro look at the prevalent gendered 
discourses in one of Stine's stories, I more closely analyze 
aspects of What Holly Heard. The cover of this book shows a 
surly looking boy between two girls. The characters are 
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framed by a school hall and doors. The girls are eyeing 
each other suspiciously. The font of the title is 
reminiscent of Gothic horror with blood red letters, FEAR 
STREET R. L. STINE, dripping down towards blood red encased 
yellow letters—WHAT HOLLY HEARD—"It was too shocking to 
tell." 
Discourses around romance and danger draw the reader 
into the plot. Miriam, the main character is a girl 
obsessed with her looks, and disassociated from books. When 
Ruth, a friend, is talked into going to a party, Miriam 
states that she was "glad to see her friend interested in 
something other than books" (Stine, p. 3-4). Reading and 
other schooling pursuits are positioned as undesirable and 
the opposite of having fun. If you want to get a boyfriend, 
you have to spend time on hair, clothes, and makeup, not 
books. 
Ruth is dropped at the party. In this story, much as 
Robin uses an expendable girlfriend to get the guy, Miriam 
drops Ruth, her best friend, for a romantic relationship 
with Jed. This effectively positions true friendships among 
girls as in direct opposition to romance. Getting and 
keeping a boyfriend are the explicitly stated goals, and 
mutually exclusive of other relationships. Boys are 
culturally depicted as capable of both male friends and a 
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romantic relationship with a girl. In no Stine story that I 
analyzed does a boy dump his friends to have a girlfriend. 
A discourse of "boys will be boys" pervades this as 
well as most other Stine stories. Boys in the story are 
positioned as violent, but still cute, basically well 
meaning and forgivable. Girls are positioned as responsible 
not only for their behavior, but for other's actions. After 
the murder of Miriam's friend Holly, she and her boyfriend 
Jed have the following conversation: 
"Holly is dead, Miriam. I know she was your best 
friend. I'm sorry for you. But I don't feel sorry 
for her!" 
"She was murdered, Jed!" Miriam cried. "Someone 
strangled her! How can you be so heartless?" 
Jed leaned close to Miriam, his breath hot on her 
face, his eyes cold. 
"Because it was all Holly's fault." (P. 89) 
Miriam then apologizes and defers to Jed's insensitive, 
hostile remarks about the death of her friend. His angry 
rude behavior and words are accepted so that he won't leave 
her; having a violent boyfriend is a better positioning than 
having no boyfriend. And once again the text highlights a 
relational discourse blaming the girl for any problems. 
A discourse of keeping a romantic relationship at any 
price, including psychological and/or physical danger is 
evident. The most misogynist messages and roles in this 
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book (this was a common theme throughout Stine stories) 
occur in this exchange between Jed and Miriam. This 
representative scene takes place after Jed performed poorly 
in a basketball game. I include a major portion of this 
scene because I feel that the total impact of messages about 
ways men are positioned to treat women is crucial to 
understanding the ways some of my respondents rationalized 
subordination and abuse in their relationships. 
He stepped closer to Miriam, glaring down at her. 
"Would you like it if someone pushed you around?" 
He poked her in the shoulder with his free hand. Hard. 
Jed!" Miriam stumbled back a step, bumping the wall 
behind her. She frantically searched up and down the 
hall. It was deserted. 
"Would you?" he demanded, poking her shoulder again, 
even harder. 
"Ow! Stop it, Jed!" 
Miriam tried to slap his hand away. Jed caught it, 
crushing and twisting her fingers in his iron grip. 
"Jed!" 
"See?" he sneered. "You don't like it, either. Now 
you know how I felt out there in front of all those 
people, humiliated and bleeding like some kind of 
loser!" 
Miriam tried to free her hand, but his grip remained 
locked. She stared into his eyes—and saw only delight 
there. Delight in the pain he was inflicting on her. 
"Jed," Miriam gasped. You're hurting me!" 
He didn't seem to hear her. 
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He's going to break my hand! she realized. 
The pain shot up her arm, and she started to scream. 
Her scream snapped him out of his daze. 
He tossed down her hand, uttering a hoarse cry of 
surprise. 
She clutched her throbbing gingers to her chest and 
stared at him. She felt the tears coming now, fresh, 
hot, and unstoppable. 
Jed blinked as if coming out of a deep trance. He 
rubbed his temples, squinting. 
"Oh, no...oh, Miriam." He backed off and tried to meet 
her eyes. Miriam, I am so sorry." 
[In the next few exchanges Miriam attempts to state her 
anger and outrage. Jed continues to apologize] 
Suddenly another thought unfolded in her head. This is 
Jed. This is the guy you care about. And he's hurting, 
and he's scared. I don't think he's ever been scared 
before. 
Miriam turned back—and Jed stopped short as if 
expecting her to hit him. He nodded. He avoided her 
stare. 
"I never wanted to hurt you, Miriam. I just, I 
only wanted you to know how it felt for me out there. 
Playing basketball has never been this hard before. 
Miriam nodded. Her anger was fading. He looked so 
tired, so broken, like a scolded puppy that truly 
didn't mean any harm. She could actually feel some 
sympathy for him. She reached out and gave his hand a 
squeeze, (pp. 44-8) 
The scene ends with Jed promising to call a receptive Miriam 
for a date. In this dialogue, Miriam is positioned as weak 
and powerless. She also is in a position of excusing and 
forgiving Jed's actions. Jed's position is one of physical 
and emotional control and power over another human being. 
His behavior is framed as not actually a result of his true 
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being—he was "like a scolded puppy that truly didn't mean 
any harm." Hurting Miriam is positioned as just a "naughty 
and meaningless act," not action that actually jeopardizes 
her well-being and safety. The positioning of this boy as 
authoritative and powerful and of this girl as weak and 
supporting HIS agency regardless of the consequences to her 
psyche or body provides a terrifying gendered position to 
girls (the positioning is equally frightening for boys, but 
not many boys read this series). Discourses such as this 
around maintaining heterosexual relationships at any price 
support society's continued failure to confront and 
alleviate domestic abuse directed at women and children. 
The narratives that I read in Stine's "Fear Street 
Series" are important and critical in their popularity with 
adolescent girls; Susan read fifteen in the series in just a 
few weeks. They impart discourses around relationships and 
schooling/careers. A collection of these books is visually 
attractive. When displayed on my desk, they look cute and 
captivating. Pulled from the book-bags of adolescent girls 
Stine's power takes a more disturbing tone. Girls, 
responsible for relationships, are generally positioned as 
victims; boys, violating trust in relationships, are 
positioned as exciting, but innocent, perpetrators of 
aggression and violence. Protective adults are emotionally 
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and/or physically absent; the girls are on their own, and 
they are in danger. In each narrative someone (and at times 
pets) is injured or murdered. Girls, almost exclusively 
white, beautiful girls, care for others at the expense of 
their minds, bodies, and/or psyche. Bad boy behaviors are 
mostly excused and boys are typically exonerated for 
terrible deeds. They are mostly described as crazy, 
innocent, and/or not responsible for their behavior. 
Discourses of women connecting through relationships and 
masculine quests for autonomy and adventure are the 
prototypes for plots. Schooling is presented as not very 
serious, and not really interesting and/or necessary to well 
paying careers. 
In conjunction with Stine's work, I next discuss Fear, 
the film loved by Cathy. Romance and horror abound in the 
discourses of this film. The film Fear shares many aspects 
of Stine's use of gendered positionings. Nicole, the main 
character, is surrounded by high status consumer goods, but 
no involved parents. School, although she is a competent 
student, is boring, and soon irrelevant with a boyfriend 
competing for priority time. Nicole, exemplifying feminine 
caring, excuses David over and over for abusive behavior 
that leads to stalking and threats to her family which she 
cannot control. David comes from a "lower class" background 
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and needs to be understood and nurtured. Nicole dumps Margo 
for David; Margo eventually betrays Nicole for the Same boy. 
Kill, kill, kill is a mantra. The mall and status cars 
(dad's '66 Mustang with a car phone) are highlighted. David 
fills her boring life with thrills, but the price of this 
boyfriend is abuse and possible death for her and her 
family. Much like Stine's work, romance is firmly tied into 
horror. 
Summary 
Aesthetic texts analyzed in the previous section share 
many disturbing elements in relation to gender. The girls 
were rarely forced to read these texts; they were part of 
their leisure time. Discourses of ways to be feminine and 
heterosexually attractive permeated each story. Feminine 
care taking was evident in these texts. Not that caring for 
others is necessarily problematic positioning. However, 
putting aside one's own needs to support others' desires and 
autonomy placed female characters in positions of 
marginalization, subordination, and/or exclusion around 
positions of privilege still extended to male characters. 
Most disturbing messages sanctioned violence, both verbal 
and physical, directed at women. Girls and women in these 
texts were far too often positioned as not only deserving 
poor treatment, but of desiring it. It is just such 
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positionings that support abuse of women and children. 
Shop Texts 
In the next section, I analyze texts more directly 
related to the girls' shop of choice. Important texts 
emanate from monitors rather than book bindings and films. 
Messages flash from computer screens from the second the 
shop is entered. Monitors are always on in the Computer 
Shop. If students are not currently using their systems, 
the monitor repeatedly scrolls a screen saver stating, "Hi! 
I'm Mr. Computer. If you don't turn me on I will explode. 
Hi! I'm Mr. Computer. If you don't ..." message. This 
immediately positions the main equipment in the shop as male 
and potentially violent. 
When students are not following workbook manuals or 
attending to direct instruction, most of them are engaged in 
one of the two following activities--playing a computer game 
or cruising the INTERNET. Discourses around gender are 
evident in these cyber texts. Such discourses involve the 
discourses surrounding relationships and schooling/career. 
The first analysis will be of Mortal Kombat, a popular 
computer game. I then continue with the educational texts 
in the Computer Shop. 
Mortal Kombat. "Slapping, jumping on dazed victims, 
pummeling opponent's heads, kicking, kneeing, throwing, and 
258 
jump kicking"—So is Mortal Kombat advertised. I begin this 
section with an analysis of a most popular game—Mortal 
Kombat (Dragon, 1993). There are later versions and an 
arcade version. My analysis is based on the original game. 
I examine a number of other games in a cursory way (see 
references for a list of games mentioned). The majority of 
computer games are targeted at masculine audiences and are 
based upon discourses of adventure filled with aggression, 
conflict and graphic, gratuitous violence. In order to 
obtain macro data, I observed several computer games. The 
graphics in all of these are unbelievably realistic; blood, 
weapons, speed of combat are disturbingly real; the kids 
interacting with them appear to be totally absorbed in the 
virtual world. Games settings vary from Medieval to 
futuristic landscapes. 
The primary characters in the computer games I observed 
both in the shop and on the shelf in stores selling computer 
games are male or mutant male. Many of the games look like 
energized warriors reminiscent of my brothers' plastic toy 
armies in the sixties. Some of the games include one or two 
seductively dressed women; many are solely male. Many 
students freeze images of extreme violence and print them in 
gory color. 
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Top among these is Mortal Kombat , a favorite. I took 
a "micro-look" at this game to analyze the gendered 
discourses that typified the majority of computer game play. 
Mortal Kombat was also the game most often played during my 
participant observations and mentioned by several of my 
informants. This game, set in the future, is billed as 
requiring skill, strategy development and coordination 
leading to ruthless destruction of an enemy. Discourses of 
war are immediately evident. The game appeals to those 
interested in destruction and anarchy. On page 5 of the 
instruction manual, the rules are listed: 
There are very few. 
Two Kombatants fight the best of three bouts in one of 
the six locations on Shang Tsung's island; The 
Courtyard, The Palace Gates, The Warrior Shrine, The 
pit, Shang Tsung's Throne Room or Goro's Lair. 
The Kombatants may use any means possible to win. 
There are no restrictions on the use of special powers, 
weapons and Finishing Moves (User's Guide, p. 5). 
Mortal Kombat1s play includes seven characters who are 
male master warriors and one who is positioned as the 
supreme male opponent, Shang Tsung. There is one woman 
character. The foci of the game are "slapping, jumping on 
dazed victims, pummeling opponent's heads, kicking, kneeing, 
throwing, and jump kicking." Bonus points are earned by 
smashing wood, stone, steel, ruby, and diamonds. It is 
extremely fast-paced and is self-proclaimed as "THE premier 
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fighting simulation" (User's Guide, p. 5). The moves are 
complicated to execute and described in detail in the User1s 
Guide. 
Sonya Blade, the lone female character, possesses a 
number one romantic power. She can kill with a kiss. She 
uses her body and wiles to stop men in their tracks. 
Gendered discourses are prominent around this character. 
Sonya typifies contemporary images of feminine 
diminutiveness and beauty; she is sleek with long, dark hair 
and obviously works out for a significant portion of her 
life. She is skimpily dressed. She also causes trouble 
through her sexuality. Sonya Blade has five moves—a Palm 
Punch, a Leg Grab, a Square Wave Punch, a Weapon: Energy 
Wave, and a finishing move: Kiss of Death. The last two 
merit further explication. The Energy Wave emanates from 
Sonya's bracelets which are "not just for show" and fire 
concentrated concentric circles of energy. The kiss of 
death is not explained to the players. The manual advises 
players to "Work this one out for yourself and record the 
move sequence below." (User's Guide, p. 25). Five identical 
blows kill her opponent with the Kiss of Death. 
Her main move is leg tossing. Sonya Blade is 
positioned in the instruction book as resourceful against 
her male opponents, "with careful timing she can repeatedly 
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leg toss him until he's limp and lifeless" (User's Guide, p. 
27). The instruction manual points out that "limp and 
lifeless" is not a favored positioning. The manual cites, 
"arcade statistics show that Edwardny Cage is the least 
played character, while Sonya Blade is the most frequently 
chosen" (User's Guide, p. 28). Although Sonya Blade is the 
only woman image in the game she is popular and powerful. 
Males probably do not want to be positioned as "limp and 
lifeless." By choosing Sonya a player, he/she is positioned 
into protection from her moves. Hers is a subject position 
of power in this game. Although Sonya is a single woman in 
a world of men, she allows players, mostly boys, to position 
themselves in power and complicity with her. Discourses of 
male violence and domination pervade play. Mortal Kombat 
typifies computer action games in its realistic graphics, 
emphasis on violence, and favoring the masculine. 
Ethics in American Life. "The basic discovery about 
any people is the discovery of the relationship between its 
men and its women." (Pearl S. Buck)—In this section, I 
analyze the ethics textbook used as an instructional manual 
in my participant observation of a related class that was 
required for all computer students. Traditional discourses 
around textbooks purport neutrality, information 
dissemination being their accepted goal. I challenge this 
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neutrality around positioning by gender. Facades of 
inclusion are the norm in most of these textbooks and repair 
manuals. Most of the texts that I analyze related to shop 
participations (with the previously noted exceptions of 
games and the Internet) are carefully written to be 
"politically correct" and avoid overt sexism. Yet 
information texts within shop life reinforce many of the 
gendered subject positionings previously discussed in the 
more aesthetic texts. 
James Smith, the Installation and Repair instructor and 
his shop aide, Martin Green structured the Ethics class 
around Goree's textbook. Ethics in American Life (1996). 
This soft cover workbook—size (9" X 12") text formed the 
base of all class assignments except a final paper on the 
Internet which was generated from a magazine article in 
Time. The book's cover is a dark brown silhouette of a 
woman on tan background. A green star and green underlining 
set the tone for the book, which is mostly black and white 
except for the same green in several diagrams, cartoons, and 
marginal quotes such as the one from Pearl Buck at the 
beginning of the section. Case studies and ethical dilemmas 
are succinctly presented. The majority of the pages are 
presented in bold, large type with questions and lines for 
student responses presented at the end of each section. 
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Pearl Buck's quote is one of only nine quotes around 
ethics by women. All of the other fifty-one quotes 
highlighted are from men. The highlighting and 
eye-catching marginal placement of the quotes impart a great 
deal of validation to these quotes. The quotes in the 
margin are verbally dramatic, but do not include visuals. 
They do not seem integrated and supportive in relation to 
the lessons in which they are placed, but are randomly 
spaced as words of patriarchal wisdom throughout the 
textbook. 
Several sections use the universal "man." For example, 
quotes from the first few pages include: 
There is only one way for a man to be true to himself. 
If he does not know what is good, a man cannot be true 
to himself." (Confucius) p. 2 
The man who never alters his opinions is like 
standing water, and breeds reptiles of the mind. 
(William Blake) p.. 5 
If a man will begin with certainties, he shall end 
in doubts, but if he will be content begin with 
doubts, he shall end in certainties." (Sir Francis 
Bacon) p. 6 
Man's greatness lies in the power of thought." (Blaise 
Pascal) p. 6 
This continues on throughout the book. A repeated use of 
"man," coupled with male authors, positions the masculine as 
a powerful site of cultural knowledge to be passed on to 
students. 
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Discourses of patriarchal frames are supported by a 
minimal number of visuals. However, a "Calvin and Hobbes" 
cartoon, a "Frank and Ernest" cartoon, two illustrations of 
conflict of interest, and a "whistle blower" cartoon are 
comprised of totally male images. The only other salient 
images are in the chapter on "Ethics and Cultural Diversity" 
and these visuals position stereotypical paper doll cutouts 
of African Americans, Asians, Native Americans, and Middle- 
Eastern people. 
These positionings of males in visuals emphasize male 
experience around the ethical dilemmas being presented. 
This is especially true for the "Frank and Ernest" cartoon. 
The lesson is entitled "How do I Decide What to Think?" (p. 
64) The cartoon features a single frame with a busy looking 
male executive positioned behind a huge authoritative 
looking desk with a sign hanging on his wall stating: 
THINK 




Thinking is positioned as masculine in this instance, and 
very few readers do not envision beyond his door a feminine 
writer sitting with stenography pad. 
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The vocabulary of the main text is very carefully 
worded to be gender neutral. "Student" and "teacher" are 
consistently used rather than "he" or "she." The case 
studies also use gender-balanced participants. Gendered 
positionings in the main text are subtle. The words of Phil 
Collins and David Crosby are set up as a model for Chapter 
3, which is entitled "The Process of Moral Development." 
Discourses around accepting "common sense" are infused 
throughout this song. For many adult respondents the words 
and tune are already coursing through their head and remain 
even after closing the book. 
It was one of those great stories that you can’t put 
down at night. 
The hero knew what he had to do and he wasn't afraid to 
fight. . . 
He never wondered what was right or wrong, he just 
knew. He just knew. 
Shadow and shape mixed together at dawn. 
But by the time you catch them simplicity's gone. 
So we sort through the pieces, my friends and I, 
Searching through the darkness to find the breaks in 
the sky. 
And the reason that she loved him was the reason I 
loved him, too. 
He never wondered what was right or wrong, he just 
knew. He just knew (pp. 39-41). 
WHAT DO THE LYRICS MEAN? Three questions challenge the 
student to try and determine the meaning of the lyrics. 
Although the questions suggest open-ended responses, the 
lyrics state a definite value in "common sense" or just 
knowing without thinking what is right. Common sense is one 
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of the notions that help society define and control 
behaviors (Foucault, 1977). Never wondering what is right 
or what is wrong and just behaving in culturally "normal" 
ways is particularly problematic in an ethics class, which 
inherently means thinking about and evaluating behaviors. 
Although this section follows with an admonition that people 
MAY think for themselves, many respondents are still humming 
the song's lyrics in their heads, and thinking that the 
"John Wayne" model of the male always knowing what to do and 
the female not questioning just might be right (or at least 
attractive). 
The next chapter continues with explications of 
Lawrence Kohlberg's male model of moral development and 
Carol Gilligan's model of moral development that considers 
females. The ensuing discussion of Kohlberg's model 
portrays as very complex, and the text devotes a total of 
nine pages to explaining his model in detail. There are 
nine charts and diagrams devoted to Kohlberg's theories and 
stages. Each of Kohlberg's steps is described with two 
paragraphs of text. There are examples of Kohlberg's model 
for students to discuss. 
The chapter then segues into a brief three-and-a-half 
page discussion of Carol Gilligan's theories. Her theories 
are framed as a dyad and described as a "competing model 
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based on what she believes to be at the heart of how women 
view ethics, the concept of caring" (Goree, p. 49). The 
next part of page 49 begins this brief acknowledgment of 
Gilligan's model. Using only three diagrams to support the 
words of the text, the authors provide no example following 
this model. The positioning of this model is as simple, not 
as complex as Kohlberg's; Gilligan's three steps are 
presented in one short paragraph for each. 
The questions following the explanations of both 
theories push students to form a dyad and CHOOSE between the 
models. No question is framed around the possibilities of 
combining both of the models or adding on new parts to the 
existing models. The Critical Thinking Exercise questions 
at the end of this section ask about Kohlberg's Model by 
providing twenty-six places for students to respond to and 
write about Kohlberg's ideas. Carol Gilligan's caring model 
is covered with just eleven spaces for student to respond to 
and talk about her ideas. Such framing of discourses around 
moral decisions marginalizes the experiences of girls and 
women. 
In the sixth chapter, "Ethics in Government and 
Citizenship," a discourse of male political participations 
is evident. The text cites only male examples of 
politicians--Gary Hart, Henry Kissinger, Bill Clinton, 
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Abraham Lincoln, and Lech Walesa. The Reinforcement 
Exercises list fifteen male scandals for students to 
research and share their findings. Of course, this is a 
somewhat negative slant on male participations, but it also 
effectively positions women as not often involved in either 
public power nor scandals. No list of positive 
contributions by women to the world is presented for 
research. This framing supports male participations in 
public spheres. 
Not surprisingly in a modern textbook on ethics, issues 
around sexuality are included. In the chapter on Ethics and 
Human Sexuality, there is a most pertinent discussion 
entitled THE OLD DOUBLE STANDARD. This section openly 
admits that the old double standard has not disappeared. 
The old dyad is reiterated--"Males could resort to offering 
love to get sex, while females might be tempted to offer sex 
in hopes of getting love" (Goree, p. 203). The text 
continues, "Relationships that begin on such an insincere 
foundation often have a hard time developing the honesty, 
intimacy, trust, and long term stability for which most 
people are looking" (Goree, p. 203). The Critical Thinking 
Exercise on page 213, however, gives students an assignment 
of listing four strengths of the double standard and four 
weaknesses of the double standard. This final message 
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around the double standard is that it has EQUAL strengths 
and weaknesses. 
Disturbing messages about sexual harassment conclude 
this chapter. CURRENT CONTROVERSIES IN SEXUAL ETHICS, the 
last section of this textbook, discusses sexual harassment. 
The substance of the text states that sexual harassment puts 
people in "the impossible position of trying to prove their 
innocence. The fact that sexual harassment is difficult to 
prove should never be taken to mean that the act is 
acceptable" (Goree, p. 205). In contradictory language, the 
assessment section of the text postulates sexual harassment 
as a "controversy." Question 3 of this section is worded as 
follows: 
3. WRITE A BRIEF OPINION CONCERNING EACH OF THE 
FOLLOWING CONTROVERSIES IN SEXUAL ETHICS. DO YOU TEND TO 
THINK OF THIS ACTION AS MORALLY RIGHT, MORALLY WRONG, OR AS 
NOT BEING A MORAL ISSUE? WHY? 
A. SEXUAL HARASSMENT 
B. DATE RAPE 
C. HOMOSEXUALITY 
The above issues seem a troubling trio of "controversies." 
The first two topics contain elements of legal discourses 
and are illegal as well as violating human rights; this is 
comparable to assigning students the task of writing about a 
"controversy" of murder. The use of the term "debate" gives 
more or less equal weight to both options, or at least a 
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suggestion that harassment and date rape might be ethically 
acceptable. Homosexuality (legally and morally) is not a 
"sexual ethics" controversy either; sexual orientation is 
also a human right. These frames for writing answers to the 
question position two balanced sides of these issues to be 
debated as more or less socially equal stances. Sexual 
harassment and date rape have no socially acceptable side. 
Discussion of homosexuality seems totally misplaced in this 
assignment. Although "not being a moral issue" is presented 
as an option, the previous discussions in the text add 
weight to the possibilities that each of the above three 
"controversies" should be morally defined. 
Discourses around gender in texts such as this textbook 
are mostly subtle and thus hypothesized by feminists as 
insidious and powerful in impact. Subordination of women is 
one problematic issue around gendered positionings. Visual 
images throughout the book support a strong message of 
minimal participations for girls and women. Many sections 
of the Ethics book support discourses of patriarchal 
participations, authority and privileging. This is 
particularly evident in public roles of leadership. 
Disturbing gendered positionings occur in the textbook's 
treatment of moral development in its discussions of 
Kohlberg's theories and Gilligan's theories. A message to 
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both boys and girls that a caring, connecting female model 
of human participations within relationships is not as 
legitimate and valid as "competing" male models is 
potentially detrimental to children, families, and the 
elderly in our society. Finally ANY ambiguous message 
supporting misogynist discourses around sexual harassment 
and date rape are totally unacceptable to the health and 
safety of women and children. 
Other Shop Texts. "Hard drive—controls the computer, 
female connectors—orifices, stroke weight—controls 
movement, workaholic motherboards-care for computer at any 
cost"—In this next section, I analyze several other texts 
available within the Computer Shop. The authors of the 
textbooks, repair manuals, and most computer magazines are 
careful to use terms such as operator, user, etc. to denote 
gender-less (also ageless, race-less, and classless) 
consumers of the text. There are, however, significant 
vocabulary issues and positionings around gender that may 
evoke and serve to support potentially powerful messages and 
feelings in respondents. The texts of technology analyzed 
in this section commonly position men and women in ways that 
delineate gendered expectations. Adding to the power of 
these texts is the fact that they are often used and 
displayed in contexts of male authority (discussed in detail 
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in Chapter VI). In the Computer shop, the men in charge of 
selecting and using these texts are in positions of 
influence and power. 
One troubling aspect of texts within the trades relates 
to vocabulary. The language of the trades has always been 
heavily imbued with suggestive vocabulary. I have had years 
of experience working with teachers and practitioners of the 
"trades." I have also personally experienced unease around 
repair language in my own home. Dan, my neighbor is a 
plumber. A few years ago, my husband and I consulted with 
him to work on a remodel of one of our bathrooms. I was 
planning, and paying for the job. I left the room as the 
two men graphically and jokingly connected the male and 
female fittings. This type of experience is repeated at the 
school where I work in some of the shops. I am intrigued by 
looking closely at potential gendered connotations of "trade 
talk," as well as the text and visuals of the trade texts 
within the Computer Shop. 
These other printed texts in the shop include computer 
use and repair manuals as well as a large assortment of 
attractive trade magazines. Most of these instructional 
materials are also carefully constructed to be gender 
neutral in their presentation of material. Writers of 
magazines and manuals of the trades are again mindful to use 
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such terms as user, operator, owner, people, etc. The 
gendered discourses of these trade texts again position 
respondents subtly, but powerfully. One issue crosses all 
the texts around use and repair of computer eguipment. That 
is the language of the trade. 
As hypothesized from the data of my pilot study, one of 
the most problematic and pervasive ways trade discourses 
marginalize women is through the vocabulary of the trade. 
The following vocabulary is not just from one text. It is 
THE talk of this trade. I include the denotation for each 
word or term. Many terms have potential to evoke gendered 
connotations beyond use in computer technology. The 
following list includes commonly used meanings of technical 
words and terms: 
MOTHERBOARD—cares for the whole computer 
HARD DRIVE--controls the computer 
FLOPPIES—control small amounts of information 
FEMALE CONNECTORS--orifices 
MALE CONNECTORS—prongs 
JOYSTICK—pleasure control tool 
AUTOMATIC HEAD PARKING—place to park head 
HARDWARE—controls and positions information 
HEAD ACTUATOR—stimulates head 
SOFTWARE—controllable formats for information 
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WINCHESTER DRIVE—powerful (as a pistol) drive 
SHOCK MOUNTING—cushions and support hard drive 
SLOTS FOR ACCELERATORS--enhances movement of hard drive 
WORKAHOLIC MOTHERBOARDS--cares for computer at any cost 
STROKE WEIGHT--controls movement 
BULL HARD DISK DRIVES—super hard drives 
DRIVERS—insert information 
FULL HEIGHT FLOPPY DISK DRIVES—well endowed drives 
HARD ERRORS ON HARD DRIVES—permanent mistakes 
NUT DRIVERS—drive with nuts 
SAFESKIN—" The major item of maintenance for keyboards is 
abstinence; that is abstinence for spilling things into the 
keyboard. The safeskin was discussed in Chapter 4 on 
maintenance; this is one protection approach." 
(Minasi,1993,p.627). 
TOUCHPADS—manipulate computer response 
The above terms are continually used in texts and talk 
throughout the shop. Both of the representative texts I 
discuss in this section. The Complete PC Upgrade and 
Maintenance Guide (Minasi, 1993) and Upgrading and Repairing 
PCs (Mueller, 1988) list these as critical terms in their 
glossaries. Both texts feature discourses around machines; 
there are no human figures in their illustrations. These 
terms are much more than textbook words. They are 
continually used by shop teachers in teaching their students 
how to install and repair computer systems. Cruising the 
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Internet also brings up images that are not solely about 
seeking information. Cruising the streets has long meant 
searching for a "little action." When I repeatedly hear 
boys turning from their screens and teasingly asking girls 
in the shop if they, "Wanna see my other hard drive?", I was 
aware that machinery was probably not on their minds. 
The above terms are also fodder for jokes and 
innuendoes among the students. The impact of male 
instructors using some of the terminology with women 
students is potentially detrimental to the inclusion of 
women in the program. The use of sexually connotative 
vocabulary warrants further investigation if both men and 
women are to work comfortably in the trades. With the 
exception of my pilot study (see section in Literature 
Review), I can find no other literature about this topic. 
It is an easy issue to minimalize, but in synergy with 
traditional male trade discourses, trade talk has the 
potential of excluding, marginalizing and/or subordinating 
the participations of girls and women in the lucrative 
trades. 
The magazines in the shop are also carefully worded to 
connote gender neutral users. Again, owner, operator, 
people, and user are the politically correct vocabulary used 
in the texts. Images, however, typically favor male users. 
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For example, in the December, 1995 issue of Internet there 
are thirty male images and only eleven female images, 
including an old woman "surfer girl," a woman crying and a 
very tough looking woman user. PC Novice's February, 1995 
issue has a similar number of gendered images. Thirty-two 
illustrations highlight males and only five include female 
images. Windows, another popular magazine, displays 
gendered positionings that are also predominantly male. All 
of these in concert provide powerful positionings of males 
as computer authorities and females as tangential. 
Another frequently circulated magazine, PC World. 
January, 1995 adds a more disturbing way to position 
respondents by gender. This issue follows the patterns of 
the previously described texts; it highlights male users in 
its visual images—the approximately ninety-nine male images 
outnumber the approximately forty-five feminine images 
almost two to one. Images in this highly illustrated text 
are strikingly gender specific; women are shown using the 
computer in gardens and homes and men are positioned in the 
office and business worlds. The back of the magazine is 
more problematic in its gendered concerns. PC World 
includes an "Adults Only" section in the back of the 
magazine with categories such as "Supplies," "Adult 
Advertisers," "Box of Love," "Tried bigger? Now try Better," 
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Screw Magazine, "Melt Your Modem,' and Lace Magazine. These 
obviously explicit examples of pornographic materials 
support use of women as objects of sexual gratification for 
men. 
No discussion of computer texts is comprehensive 
without at least acknowledging the power of the Internet. 
Any substantial analysis of the Internet is beyond the scope 
of this study. I make no attempt to fully describe this new 
cultural giant. I note here findings of my participant 
observations around some of the ways I observe my 
respondents and other students using it. In shop, students 
downloaded games and other texts from the Net. MUDS, which 
is similar to the genre of computer games described above 
and detested by some of the girls in my study, was 
frequently played in shop. According to my informants 
anyone with an Internet account can cruise the net and 
download virtually unlimited games of this nature. Unless 
it was abused, students in this shop each had an account 
provided by the school. 
Initiating and building relationships through Internet 
talk was apparent from the girls I interviewed. They used 
the Internet predominantly to converse with and connect with 
others in "Chat Rooms" and/or correspond through e-mail. 
Positionings online are theoretically ageless, race-less. 
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gender-less, and to some extent classless; however, 
computers are expensive and outside of school, a consumer 
durable not available to the poor. Potentialities include 
power for all users; online "net cruisers" can assume any 
identity in the anonymous world of cyberspace. 
Two of the girls, Paula and Susan, corresponded with 
persons they "met" on the Information Highway. They both 
gave out their real addresses and phone numbers to people 
they had never met. Paula, as previously noted, became 
engaged (during her junior year) to the man she met. The 
Internet is not only entertaining and exciting, it is a 
time-consuming text. Even for those facile enough to 
readily sign on and arrive at a chosen destination, the 
excitement and danger of shedding the reality of their lives 
and presenting a cyber persona was described as too time- 
consuming for regular use by most of my informants. 
Summary 
Texts of technology are major parts of my informants' 
schooling experiences. The curriculum of the Computer Shop 
required the use of the Ethics Textbook and other 
instructional materials such as repair manuals and 
instructional support online. Use of the Internet was also 
a required text of their shop instruction. The adjunct 
materials within the shop included magazines that 
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consistently minimize female participation in the male 
dominant world of computer technology. Many games and the 
easy procurement of explicitly hard core pornographic 
materials both from magazines and off the Internet 
contribute to misogynist and even dangerous gendered 
positionings. The computer industry makes considerable 
efforts to make texts from the computer industry ostensibly 
gender-neutral; however, the vocabulary and textual roles 
and positionings of gendered participations provide powerful 
competing messages about gendered participations in this 
trade. 
Chapter Summary 
Discourses apparent in texts both in and outside of 
school related to the subject positionings of the girls in 
my study. Each of the girls was a proficient readers. 
However, their enjoyment and uses of texts varied. 
Virginia, Melissa, Paula, and Cathy all were capable of 
earning top grades in any school. Susan and Emily, both 
competent readers, lacked the interest in reading that drove 
the other girls to read extensively both to learn and for 
their own personal enjoyment; Susan and Emily were 
classically aliterate, they could read, but generally chose 
not to. 
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The texts selected for this analysis relate to many of 
the girls' subject positionings. Discourses within these 
analyzed texts repeatedly positioned girls and women into 
care-giving positions in both their families and with their 
boyfriends that often mirrored the girls' actual 
positionings. Caring for loved ones was paramount in these 
texts. In Charlotte's Web Fern is a very young "mother" to 
Wilbur. Two of the girls were mothers to their own 
children. With the exception of Cathy, each of the other 
girls "mothered" siblings in at least cursory ways. Caring 
for ill loved ones was also textually extolled. In the 
General Hospital text Robin cares for Stone in self- 
sacrificing, maternal ways. Paula's fascination with AIDS 
seemed related to Edward's family where his brother and his 
father were infected. Robin and Forrest Gump are committed 
to sacrificing and caring for their beloved ill; Paula was 
unsure of her role in supporting Edward and his family. In 
Stine's work girls typically nurture and care for younger 
siblings and the boys that they date. For these characters, 
as for Susan, Virginia, Melissa and Emily caring for younger 
family members takes precedence over their own needs. 
Mothering, a position of both service to others as well as 
power over children, is a theme even in their shop-related 
instruction where the girls heard continually about the 
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"motherboard" and its role in keeping the computer running. 
In the Ethics Class, the textbook designates Gilligan's 
model as the "Caring Model." Such discourses of caring 
permeate gendered positionings in text and in lived subject 
positionings of girls and women. 
That is not to say that mothering is a position of 
total sacrifice for and submission to others. Fern is every 
child's heroine when she stands up to her father by 
demanding the pig's life. Voicing for others is a powerful 
form of agency. Many of the girls in this study stood up 
for others—siblings, boyfriends, peers, and family members. 
Even the meekest girls, Susan, Emily, and Melissa, displayed 
powerful voicing when they sensed danger for persons whom 
they cared for. 
An emphasis on looks was important in both the girls' 
subject positionings and in several of the analyzed texts. 
Fern, at eight years old, is admonished to look good for 
Henry Fussy. Stine's text and the film Fear both emphasize 
thinness and attractiveness at great effort and price. 
Fancy clothes, even if they do restrict participations, were 
deemed important in both Paula's love of Gone With the Wind 
and in her school dress. As noted, both Susan and Emily 
battled very serious anorexia that resulted in pain and lack 
of stamina. 
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Discourses of submission to boyfriends' violent talk 
and behavior and then rationalizing and excusing it 
inscribed the positionings of the girls in this study as 
well as those of characters in both Stine's work and the 
film Fear. Even though both Melissa and Cathy were uneasy 
with James's violence, they had long term relationships with 
him. Cathy actually articulated that she found James and 
Jerome "exciting." Paula patiently waited for Edward's 
"moods" to pass and was only mildly concerned with his 
ripping pictures off the walls of his apartment. Much like 
Miriam, the main character in What Holly Heard. Paula 
excused Edward's aggressive behavior as harmless as a 
"scolded puppy." 
Games and the Internet were two other sites of "Stine- 
like" excitement. Mortal Kombat violence was seen as a 
release of anger for Paula. Both Paula and Susan gave out 
real biographical information to persons they met in "chat 
rooms." Contradicting their dislike of violent games, 
Susan, Melissa, and Cathy all loved the "horror/romance" 
genre in the books they devoured. Susan was hooked on books 
about child abuse that mirrored the abuse she suffered from 
her mother. Virginia's love of pagan texts supported her 
choices around promiscuity. Excitement and escape from the 
mundane highlighted reading and at times the girls' lives. 
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In Stine's series, adolescents are typically depicted 
in adult positionings. Parents are not supportive or even 
present; they also are not controlling. Much like the 
positionings of Susan, Virginia, and Melissa, parents just 
weren't there for the girls in these stories. They were on 
their own. Such agency is popular with most teens; it is, 
however, essentially scary to have no responsible parent in 
your life at fourteen. Teens in the stories, as well as in 
life, are positioned to make some decisions about their 
personal lives as well as schooling and careers that 
potentially support dropping out of school, teen parenting, 
substance abuse, and other risky behaviors. 
Gendered discourses around authority, education and 
career choices are prevalent in textual positionings of 
characters. The male doctor in Charlotte's Web is portrayed 
as so authoritative that he knows more about Fern's 
development than her mother does. On the Zuckerman Farm, 
Mr. Zuckerman owns it. In the Stine books and Fear, college 
is rarely mentioned for girls and when it is the emphasis is 
on modeling, painting, and other artistic foci. College was 
envisioned by the majority of my informants as nebulously 
easy, fun, and filled with parties and cute boys. 
In the Computer Shop, the girls were bombarded daily 
with textual terms that used anatomical references with 
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covert sexual connotations to identify parts of the machines 
they used and worked on. The shop resounded with text and 
talk about female orifices and male prongs, touch pads, nut 
drivers, and head actuators. The standard screen saver was 
"Hi. I'm Mr. Computer." which scrolled endlessly through 
cyber space on idle monitors. The required Ethics textbook 
positions male knowledge as the standard for ethical 
decisions. Magazines available in the Computer Shop library 
with "adult rating" sections were openly available to 
students. Replicating sexual discourses that objectify 
women, the girls' shop world reverberated with sexually 
suggestive terms. 
Far from being eliminated, discourses of sexism and 
misogyny within texts seem to have proliferated. This is 
evident in both aesthetic and efferent texts. Adolescents 
both within and outside school were continually bombarded 
with messages about "appropriate," often contradictory, ways 
to be feminine and masculine. In concert, gendered 
discourses from multiple spheres of life support 
positionings of girls to behave in certain ways and boys to 
behave in certain ways. Texts within schools that 
marginalize, subordinate, and/or exclude women are 
particularly problematic. Textual messages among and across 
institutional contexts further privilege patriarchal frames 
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through strong chains of intertextuality. Discourses 
related to gendered positionings become even more powerful. 
In Chapter VI, I share insights into ways that this 
particular vocational school added another layer of 
discursive practice relevant to the gendered subject 




GENDERED EDUCATIONAL DISCOURSES 
If only Mrs. Seton and her mother and her mother before 
her had learned the great art of making money and had 
left their money, like their father and their 
grandfathers before them, to found fellowships and 
lectureships and prizes and scholarships appropriated 
to the use of their own sex,...we might have looked 
forward without undue confidence to a pleasant and 
honourable lifetime spent in the shelter of one of 
the liberally endowed professions. (Virginia Woolf, 
A Room of One's Own. 1945, p. 23) 
Western European schooling traditionally privileges 
patriarchal knowledge and discourses. It is only relatively 
recently that members of traditionally subordinate groups, 
such as women, working class persons, and ethnic groups 
outside of white Western European ancestry, have been 
allowed access of to the elite schooling or occupations that 
were once the province of upper class white males with 
degrees from excellent preschools, prep schools, and "ivy 
league" colleges and universities. Positioning of women and 
girls on the margins of schooling and many career paths is 
still prevalent in the educational and career prospects of 
many working class girls and women (Brewster, 1992; Lutrell, 
1992; Sadker and Sadker, 1994; Walkerdine, 1990). Many 
academically talented female students from even privileged 
backgrounds falter by junior high school (Pipher, 1994; 
Walkerdine, 1985). 
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Educators on all levels articulate concern about this 
continued lack of female participation in the higher 
echelons of our major institutions. Schools are critical 
sites for learning participations related to these powerful 
institutions. Several prominent contextual aspects of the 
vocational high school which was my research site 
effectively and powerfully functioned to restrict and/or 
curtail optimal educational opportunities for the girls in 
my study. First of all, each girl was in the lowest echelon 
of our social hierarchy; they were working class female 
students. Second, they were enrolled in a vocational school 
where schooling discourses served to limit their future 
career choices. Third, and a major focus of this chapter, 
the girls in this study were immersed in gendered 
educational discourses at two specific levels of their 
schooling: 1.) Gendered contexts of the Computer Shop, and 
2.) Gendered schooling contexts of their wider vocational 
high school environment. 
Investigations of some of the overwhelming problems 
facing girls from poor and underprivileged backgrounds are 
rarely a direct focus of educational research. Discourses 
around the lack of competence and motivation of working 
class and welfare women often leave the young women in this 
category in circumstances that reproduce their poor 
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schooling/career opportunities. It is especially 
problematic that a number of academically competent girls 
drop out of school before completing high school. 
What educational discourses contribute to the poor 
school performance and/or dropping out of academically 
competent students? Two fundamental schooling discourses 
impacted upon the six girls in my study. My investigation 
of the schooling contexts at this particular vocational high 
school found the following schooling discourses to be 
critically related to the subject positionings of the six 
girls in this study: 1.) regimentation of students and 2.) 
male authority and teacher centered participatory 
structures. In the next two sections, I report findings 
from my study of practices related to excessive 
regimentation and top down, predominantly male authority. I 
explore the ways that participants colluded with, 
undermined, and/or resisted gendered subject positionings 
within the contexts of this school. 
Regimentation in Schooling 
The environment at this vocational school was extremely 
regimented for students and for teachers. Susan, Virginia, 
Melissa, and Emily all voiced concerns about "the rules"; 
each of these girls stated dissatisfaction with the rigid 
policies of this school. Students were expected to follow 
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the school's rules and regulations, which were closely 
monitored. As required by state law, incoming students 
signed a form saying that they had received their forty-two 
page student handbook, which detailed such regulations and 
the consequences for infractions of stated policy. 
Examples of some of these rules included the following. 
Passing time between classes was four minutes; tardy 
penalties were strictly catalogued. School lunch was twenty 
minutes; no food was allowed outside of the cafeteria. 
Typical of public schools, the day was filled with bells— 
warning bells and late bells. These bells controlled 
student movement and instruction. They were visibly 
welcomed to end the boredom of a lecture or other tedious 
school task and at the end of the school day. However, 
students engaged with interesting academic or shop projects 
visibly bristled when the bell interrupted their time. The 
school schedule shaped instruction regardless of learning 
and student engagement with tasks. Strict institutional 
structure and authority framed the day. 
Attendance Policies 
A policy that was most relevant to the girls in my 
study regarded making up their missed work. Students at 
this school were heavily regulated around excused absences 
and/or requested early dismissal. Notes from parents, 
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doctors, the courts, and other legitimate places to be 
rather than school were heavily scrutinized. In addition, 
the school had many rules for make-up work following an 
absence from either school or class. For the girls in my 
study who were regularly absent, this was a most important 
regulation. Teachers were expected to follow make-up rules. 
A policy in the Teacher's Handbook which was updated yearly 
explicitly delineated time expectations; officially, no work 
was to be accepted after ten days from the absence. This 
really translated into under five days because students 
switched shop and class weekly. Teachers and/or students 
rarely had input in policies which were modified or 
instituted by administrators during summers. Both students 
and teachers were at the mercy of administrators who often 
fashioned policy without considering human factors. 
Teachers were mandated to keep up-to-date and accurate 
attendance and late records which were regularly monitored 
by the administration. 
The school administration, cognizant of flagrant 
violations to its rigid dictates, struggled with attendance 
policies. They were in a bind. Too strict enforcement of 
these stringent rules, and there would be so few students 
that the school would lose its funding and a large portion 
of the student body. Too lenient, and teachers and students 
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would "walk all over" the school's authority. A favorite 
refrain from the administration was, "This is not a 
correspondence school!!" At the time of this study 
attendance policies were "in writing," but in fact rarely 
enforced (only "remembered" if punitive action was desired 
by a teacher or administrator for a certain individual). 
This allowed students with huge gaps in attendance to stay 
on the rolls and be counted for funding, and it allowed 
students with attendance problems a way to keep up with 
their grades. For example, Susan missed fifty-four days her 
junior year and still passed into the senior class. 
In the state where I worked on this research project, 
schooling was also regimented by age. School was compulsory 
until the age of 16. Virginia, as well as a number of other 
students, openly stated that she was passing until she 
reached the legal age to drop out of high school. Virginia 
felt that high school would be inherently boring so she 
might as well learn computers while she waited to drop out. 
With attendance and grade levels tied into compulsory ages 
regardless of real life commitments, a discourse of state 
control prevailed. 
Covert Adult Control 
Expectations were not always explicit. Students were 
powerfully, albeit surreptitiously, positioned in less 
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direct ways. In the student's selection of their courses of 
study, there was an ideology of "free choice" around student 
shop selection. Students were overtly told that their 
choice of shop was their own. Covertly many outside factors 
impacted upon the actual shop selection. The process was 
fraught with direction from others. It was essentially 
controlled by parents, teachers, and guidance counselors. 
At times students were also positioned by their peers, 
boyfriends, and/or siblings and relatives as reported in 
Chapter IV. Pressures to either select or not select a shop 
were powerful. 
When I observed Ben Jones's area of Word Processing, it 
was during a time the school calls Exploratory where 
students explored a shop in a more detailed way for a few 
weeks. The school's stated intent for this time was to give 
entering ninth grade students an opportunity to participate 
in a shop before making a more permanent decision. This 
sounded like a vehicle for student choice; however, students 
were tied to very strict participation structures. They had 
to attend shops which they openly stated they hated. They 
were allowed more in-depth participations in only three 
shops which were OSTENSIBLY their choices. In fact, without 
a shop teacher's and a guidance counselor's recommendation, 
it was very difficult for a student to win even trial 
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enrollment. Obviously, shop teachers competed for the top 
students with good academic skills and few behavioral 
issues. 
A discourse I call the "Title Nine" discourse was 
voiced by the law and some other adults. Equity within the 
school was broadly voiced. There was a student equity club. 
Guidance counselors attend training to support alternative 
shop choices. In reality very few students, boys and girls, 
deviated from the traditionally expected choices of shops. 
Guidance counselors, with limited input from shop teachers, 
were the primary adults in school who positioned students 
into the shops. This coupled with expectations from home 
dramatically impacted students' "choice." 
Curriculum Dictates 
Like the wider tenor of the school, shop time was 
regimented and time was spent meeting the strictures of the 
curriculum. Most of the Word Processing shop time was spent 
by individual students working at their stations; at the 
time of this study, each student had a workstation with a 
486 IBM computer and high resolution color monitor. 
Printing was shared with a "high tech" laser printer. 
Instruction was essentially from a workbook and mostly 
individual because each student was at a different place in 
his/her workbook. Ben Jones assigned the textbook and 
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circulated from student to student with instruction based on 
his/her needs. 
During the times I was in shop, Ben Jones rarely taught 
in a group format. This did happen for general instruction 
around data processing, the Internet, computer icons, and 
commands. Instruction followed a strict lecture format with 
students traditionally grouped and required to take notes as 
he talked. Students were required to move away from their 
machines and "pay attention." The students really did pay 
attention since the lectures were effectively tied to their 
immediate uses of the computers; Ben effectively allowed 
participation structures such as overlapping speech. He 
also allotted a reasonable lecture time for fourteen year 
old students (approximately thirty minutes). Traditional 
regimented schooling discourse of knowledge dissemination to 
"receptive" learners was the important mode of instruction 
throughout the Word Processing Section of the Computer Shop. 
As required by the school, the shop teachers covered 
the curriculum in regulated, prescriptive ways. The lecture 
format was used to present facts at a regulated pace 
regardless of student knowledge and skill level. Learning 
for students with individual difficulty in pace was not a 
priority. Frustration with paces of instruction was one 
major difficultly articulated by my participants. Susan 
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felt the pace was too fast; this was probably exacerbated by 
her absences. Virginia and Cathy expressed boredom with 
listening to lectures on "stuff I already know"; the pace 
was repetitive and slow for them. A common schooling 
discourse of extremely regimented time to "cover the 
curriculum" regardless of student needs and learning was 
apparent in group shop instruction. 
Schooling expectations at the end of the term were 
often met with even more student anxiety. Stress around 
competitiveness and individual success were obvious for many 
students. Discourses of school success in this shop (and 
school wide) focused upon a product that was presented in a 
timely manner and measured by comparisons to others' work. 
This was true for both students and teachers. Products were 
expected; while process might be mentioned, or even espoused 
as important, product was what counted as success. The 
Computer Shop was no exception. 
Resistance to Regimentation 
Students resisted many school strictures. They ate 
food and drank soda, and at times, coffee, during the school 
day. Free time was regularly extended, especially in shop. 
School mandated rules around absences and making up missed 
work were flagrantly ignored and modified. In many cases 
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this allowed students the autonomy they needed to stay in 
school. 
Food Infractions. A majority of the students, and a 
number of adults, did not like rules concerning personal 
needs that were not, in their eyes, reasonable. Students 
and teachers creatively found ways to get around them. One 
rule that was continually thwarted involved possession of 
food outside the cafeteria. As previously noted Susan and 
Emily both battled anorexia and rarely did I see either of 
them without a source of food. I continually observed Susan 
in shop and in classes bringing out cookies and crackers to 
share with selected friends and teachers. I never actually 
observed Emily eating, but she flagrantly carried Coke and a 
snack with her. Paula sneaked out of shop to my hidden 
rice-cakes in my empty room when she was too hungry to wait 
for lunch. Teachers resisted the food rules too. Most of 
the adults in the building carried coffee and perhaps a 
sweet bought in the school's bakery to their duties and 
instructional areas. Contrary to school policy, Ben Jones 
and James Smith (and almost all other shop teachers) always 
had a pot of coffee in their office. 
Free Time. Students and teachers undermined and/or 
resisted the rules and regimentation around the day's 
required instructional schedule. Many felt that such a 
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regimented school day was just not for them, and they did 
something about it. Some students, especially during their 
shop week, were observed extending lunch time, visiting at 
the nurse, and spending time with boyfriends (the girls in 
my study did not smoke, but this was a common student ploy 
to smoke a quick butt). Shop teachers had more leeway than 
academic teachers around rules, and it was not unusual to 
see highly visible infractions. While in shop, students and 
teachers casually visited their vehicles (sternly forbidden 
for both students and teachers), food (often pizza for the 
whole shop) was usually in shop, breaks in routine were 
extensive, and when boredom seemed just too much, shop 
teachers and their students took walks around the scenic 
grounds. 
Absences and Make-up. Teachers repeatedly undermined 
and/or overtly resisted traditional discourses tying 
together school grades and attendance. The teachers within 
the Computer Shop and most teachers practiced policies that 
violated formal attendance and grading policies. This was 
reflective of a real school struggle with official 
attendance policies and its relationship to grades. 
Attendance and grading critically impacted students who had 
priority obligations outside of school. For example, all 
three Computer Shop teachers frequently lamented the 
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excessive absences of Susan, Virginia, Emily, and Melissa; 
it was a common topic of conversation among the adults and 
with the girls. These girls all managed to get good grades 
in shop (impossible if held to strict make-up and grading 
guidelines of the school) and somehow passed their academic 
classes. Inviting a written reprimand (the teacher's 
handbook explicitly said that in NO case was make-up work to 
be accepted after ten days from an absence), teachers, both 
shop and academic, allowed generous make-up time and did not 
mark down late work; this allowed students with poor 
attendance like Susan, Virginia, Emily, and Melissa to keep 
their grades up in shop although they missed huge chunks of 
instruction. During my time in the Computer Shop I saw 
extensions of support for these girls returning from long 
absences (up to a few weeks). 
The Computer Shop teachers allowed students shop time 
not only to make up missed shop work, but also to garner 
missed assignments from supportive academic teachers. 
Students were out of shop learning time, and they commonly 
disrupted academic instructional time. At times the shop 
teachers even allowed the girls to use shop time to work on 
academic assignments; it was also not unheard of for 
proficient peers to tutor these girls in their academic work 
on shop time. Ben Jones and James Smith both had a more 
299 
negative stance towards any absence that they felt was 
resultant from partying (openly talked about by Susan and 
Virginia); they still, however, allowed generous make-up 
frames. This was not just in response to the girls' needs. 
In order to keep their jobs, the shop teachers needed to 
keep their student numbers up, and students needed to pass 
both academic and shop to remain enrolled. A discourse 
equating good grades with learning was upheld even though in 
many instances it was a sham. 
Curriculum Circumventions 
Circumventing a boring curriculum was another mode of 
visible resistance. As previously discussed in Chapter IV, 
my informants (with the exceptions of Virginia and Melissa, 
the two girls who dropped out of high school) freely stated 
that a career in computers was not for them. Not 
surprisingly they resisted certain aspects of the school's 
prescribed curricula. One major way that I saw the girls do 
this was to plan a career unrelated to what they were 
learning in shop. Thus these girls effectively resisted 
schooling discourses of careers they were positioned into by 
others. 
During my participant observations it became apparent 
that the students were quite adept at foiling instructions 
that they found either irrelevant or boring. This was 
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especially true during lecture time in the Ethics Class, a 
newly required component within the Computer Shop 
(instituted to address "hacking," downloaded pornography, 
and plagiarism). Cathy and Emily were bored in this class; 
they were responsible users of the Internet and as 
previously stated they had little real interest in the 
computer field. They sat in the back and rarely 
participated class. Cathy tried to resist topics she found 
boring by asking about relevance and asking for deferment of 
the day's lecture. These strategies did not work, and she 
responded by closing her book and not participating that 
day. At other times the girls neglected to bring in 
necessary materials—workbooks were forgotten, disks 
misplaced, and assignments lost. Another resistance 
strategy was to work on academic subject tasks. All of 
these resulted in less time on task in shop. 
Not unexpectedly, discourses around scheduled test 
taking and inviolability of due dates led to visible student 
stress. When papers were due in the Ethics Class a large 
number of students were absent. Several students proffered 
excuses about the reasons their paper being late. Even 
students with papers ready when due were reluctant to hand 
them in and made several references to needing more time or 
apologizing for not doing their best work. Discourses 
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around testing provoked anxiety for many students. On 
assessment days, both in shop and in academic classes, it 
was not uncommon for Susan and Emily to be absent. Both of 
these girls had health issues and asked for passes to the 
nurse during test time. 
Not all student resisted school. Virginia, Paula, 
Cathy, and Melissa rarely skipped school because of testing; 
all of these girls were competent students and appeared to 
enjoy showing off their skills. That is not to say that 
they complacently participated. Cathy was the only one of 
my informants to be vocally resistant to testing; she often 
asked about the relevance of work. Other students just 
grumbled under their breath. As previously noted, Cathy 
rarely missed an opportunity to either complain about 
testing or ask for a deferment. She was, however, resigned 
to completing her work for a grade. Once the task was 
inevitable she usually did her best. 
One major and enviable way to resist tedious shop 
expectations was available in Installation and Repair. As 
previously stated, the Installation and Repair students 
enjoyed a great deal of autonomy within the school. The 
boys used "dodging" to increase their free time. By 
dodging, I mean taking a break at the work site. For 
example one duty of these students was to take school-wide 
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inventory of all computer equipment. This task often 
entailed work in empty classes, offices, and shops. 
Students "took their time" gathering required serial numbers 
and other data from equipment. They chatted with each other 
and teachers on duty free time. They searched C-drives for 
games and played for a bit. Boys with shop badges (passes 
to move through the building) meandered by the cafeteria and 
extended their lunch time, cruised by the nurse, and stopped 
into guidance to flirt with girls, hang out with friends 
from other shops, and talk with the secretaries. The boys, 
in general, also resisted shop curriculum by sneaking games; 
this was true regardless of which section they were enrolled 
in. Although games were officially forbidden during shop 
time, this was a most violated rule. Boys on the 
Installation and Repair side often "tested" repaired 
equipment by running a game. 
Virginia resisted the prescriptive shop curriculum in a 
creative way. She lobbied for an individual plan that would 
allow her to use icons and words to create animated computer 
texts. Virginia was a most independent, responsible student 
when she chose to be and effectively demonstrated her 
command of the curriculum other students had yet to be 
presented; this display of competence convinced shop 
teachers to allow her to pursue her specific interests. 
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During her tenth grade year, she worked on animating text 
until she dropped out in October. Resisting boredom, 
Virginia constructed a program that, if not challenging, 
entertained her until she was old enough to drop out of high 
school. 
Paula also displayed a creative approach to a 
curriculum framed as a choice among Word Processing, 
Programming, OR Installation and Repair when she asked for 
participation in dual aspects of the shop. As previously 
noted she began her shop work in Word Processing. In her 
junior year she asked for and received instruction in both 
Word Processing and Installation and Repair; by the end of 
the year she spent most of her shop time in Installation and 
Repair. Both Virginia and Paula effectively challenged and, 
with the support of their teachers, resisted a curriculum 
that did not fit their goals. Such challenges to the 
schooling discourse of "cookie cutter" curriculum forged new 
options for vocational students. 
Product Assessment 
Although the school had strict rules on displays (must 
meet with administrative approval), shop areas were filled 
with unofficial displays that showcased the work of both 
teachers and students. The Computer Shop displayed 
printouts of student work as well as commercial posters for 
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computers and components. Shop awards were conspicuously 
arranged. The library was proudly stocked with books, 
catalogs, and magazines donated by the Computer Shop 
teachers. Computer Shop generated pamphlets promoting shops 
within the school; these were also prominently displayed. A 
discourse supporting product-oriented education was evident. 
I observed students undermining and resisting 
discourses about assessment of their knowledge in public 
displays. They used icons with pagan meanings that baffled 
the adults; they printed their work in disarray (mixing end 
lines and types of text to confuse adult respondents); they 
refused to use the spell checker and edit their work. In 
other words, they often sabotaged the products desired by 
their teachers. Cathy, Susan and Emily both used these 
schemes in their work products. My observation was that 
Cathy and Susan, as well as a number of boys, did it on 
purpose and Emily and some of the less competent students 
handed in substandard school work because they genuinely did 
not know how to create appropriate school work. 
With the exception of a few students striving for 
excellence, students resisted schooling discourses around 
excellence; discourses around vocational education seemed to 
include minimal schooling participations. Many students 
positioned themselves as learning to work, not learning to 
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do well in school. Susan's word described low student 
output; "slacking" was rampant. Students wanted to pass, 
but with low grades, not honor roll grades. It just was not 
cool to "brown nose" and to earn high grades. Virginia and 
Susan were prime examples of students competent enough to 
make honor roll grades but refusing to participate in the 
school's expectations around performance. Underachievement 
was often planned and on purpose. Susan did not want to be 
like her geeky, honor roll sister; "slacker" was her self- 
proclaimed self-assessment. Despite her very high schooling 
potential, Virginia committed to only minimal participation. 
This "slacking" was observable school wide. Many of the 
students in my English classes were very careful to get 
grades no higher than the D range; the stated motto of one 
of my senior classes was, "D for diploma"!! Planned 
mediocrity often spurned cultural discourses around goals of 
excellence in school work. 
Students committed to good grades did not usually use 
such undermining tactics around their schoolwork. Melissa, 
Paula, and Virginia accepted traditional schooling discourse 
about neat and fitting products of school work. All three 
of these girls cheerfully edited and resubmitted work until 
it was deemed school appropriate. Virginia and Paula worked 
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diligently on perfecting posters for clubs. Paula edited 
and reedited her term papers for my English class. 
Students, as well as some teachers, often sneaked in 
displays of their own interests rather than those expected 
by the school. Personal items that did not support, and at 
times contradicted, school curriculum goals were evident in 
the Computer Shop. Artifacts prominently displayed in the 
Computer Shop included forbidden game CD's and disks brought 
in from home (games were officially banned in shop), 
magazines and books prominently displayed at work stations 
(these included materials not related to shop), and 
catalogues (again for games and other materials unrelated to 
school). This was true in the shop library where many texts 
that were not "school appropriate" were donated by students 
and staff. This resistance to the school's control of items 
and texts was visible, but not challenged by administration. 
Alternative Activities 
Sneaking a desirable activity was a way I observed 
students resisting boring and/or daunting tasks. Susan, 
Melissa, and Paula kept at least one book with them during 
shop time. Susan and Melissa had a shelf above their work 
station in the Word Processing Section where they 
prominently displayed their current reading, usually a book 
by R. L. Stine. This open display of pleasure reading was a 
307 
way to combat boring assigned shop work. The girls often 
assigned themselves a break, and surreptitiously read during 
assigned shop time. This rarely resulted in teacher 
complaint unless they were significantly behind. Several of 
the girls completed a cursory amount of assigned work, and 
then sat at their computer stations with their books tucked 
inside their workbooks. Procedural display (Bloome, et al, 
1989) is defined as maintaining a facade of school work 
without cognitive engagement. This type of pseudo 
participation was rampant throughout this particular 
vocational school. It was generally acceptable to both 
student and teacher. 
With a cursory look, students often appeared to be at 
their computer terminals busily engaged in work. Upon 
closer inspection of the monitor, a little more fun than 
workbooks learning frequently became apparent. Students, 
usually boys sneaked games. Girls and boys sneaked the 
Internet to escape their assignments. Again if a student 
was more or less caught up and not disruptive, these 
activities were allowed, at least for a little time. 
At times being with an attractive person of the 
opposite sex was much more important than lesson time. 
Students with passes came by to sneak a few hugs and kisses 
from their boyfriend or girlfriend. A romantic interlude 
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was again not really stopped unless it impeded others. 
Students within the shop who were romantically involved with 
each other found many ways to be alone. Even within a group 
setting sitting close to each other, brief kisses and hugs, 
and holding hands was pretty much ignored by both teachers 
and other students. 
Very rarely in my observations of both shop and related 
classes did students use verbal and/or physical conflict to 
resist their work. Strict rules regarding conflicts were in 
effect. A no-fault policy led to all participating in a 
fight to be suspended. Fighting had such serious 
consequences that most students did not wish to be 
suspended. Even verbal conflicts were kept to a minimum 
because students were mandated to attend mediation after 
such incidents. That is not to say conflict did not exist; 
it was, however, generally handled away from adult ears. 
Personal Problems 
In addition to more visible displays of resistance, 
there was evidence of subtle resistance that impacted upon 
the schooling contexts for the girls in my study. One such 
subtle resistance occurred within a classification I call 
’’personal problems." Personal problems included health and 
personal relationship issues. Dealing with personal 
problems resulted in excessive tardies and absenteeism for 
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Susan, Virginia, Melissa, and Emily. These problems were 
not related to "slacking"; on the contrary they were very 
serious. Only rarely did I sense that the girls in my study 
used their personal problems as a ploy to avoid school 
obligations. In fact, they responsibly dealt with serious 
adult-like problems. Resistance to school regulations in 
these most circumstances was not reactive, but pro-active in 
ways that protected those they loved. 
The school did not differentiate between reasons for 
infractions of its written dictates. To the school 
officials, a rule was a rule. The girls' uses of legitimate 
"personal problems" for lateness and absenteeism worked to 
challenge schooling discourses around "time on task." 
Although the rules were set to ensure priority to learning; 
life's priorities intruded. When Melissa's two year old was 
in the hospital there was little doubt that the baby's 
health was her top personal priority; she was allowed 
extensive, but evidently not enough, leeway for makeup. For 
shop credit after an absence, Emily was allowed to clean 
computers rather than make-up work that was incomprehensible 
to her. Susan was allowed peer support as well as easier 
and/or shorter assignments for her make-up. She was also 
consistently allowed to use shop time to complete academic 
assignments that she had missed. Several times another 
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student was observed losing shop time with her as she 
tutored her enough to pass. 
Dropping Out 
The most drastic way students in my study resisted 
school was to drop out. Susan talked continually about her 
dislike of school and her plans to drop out. She was "into 
her partying stage", and she preferred to spend time with 
her boyfriend. Susan resented school encroaching upon her 
personal life. 
Virginia stated dislike of regimentation as a major 
factor in leaving school. Virginia repeatedly talked about 
her boredom with schooling. Her religious beliefs 
celebrated other bodies of knowledge than those found in 
public schools. She wanted to spend her time freely and 
learn about what she was interested in. Virginia never 
really openly resisted, like many students who dropped out, 
just quietly left. 
The lack of flexibility of the school impacted upon 
Melissa's school leaving. She had tried to overlap her 
commitments, but the personal won out over her 
schooling/career dreams. One of the reasons Melissa left 
during her junior year was because she was in jeopardy with 
school rules around her absenteeism and allowable make-up 
time. In fact she was told by the school that if she lost 
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any more school time that she need not bother coming back to 
school. Another reason for dropping out was the fact that 
she was probably pregnant again. The demands of her unborn 
child and her baby daughter came first. 
Summary 
This particular school positioned students in many 
regulated ways. There were twenty minutes to eat lunch, 
little time to use the restroom, and virtually no time to 
socialize. One can only envision more regimentation 
occurring in the military and prisons. State law required 
attendance until the age of sixteen. At the time of this 
study, this school required minimal attendance. There was a 
voiced ideology of free choice in attending the school and 
shop selection. The overall curriculum was prescriptive, 
but manipulated by both students and teachers. 
Participants followed the rules at times. At other 
times they resisted the regulatory nature of their 
schooling. They were late, they ate in their classes, they 
finagled their way through boring curriculum, and they 
ignored the toll of bells. During boring school time some 
students read, played games, conversed with their friends, 
and printed "inappropriate" material off the Internet. In 
more passive ways, students "slacked," earning grades far 
below their actual potential, refusing to spell check their 
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documents, and staying home or at their friends rather than 
face a day in school. In some cases, such a regimented 
structure coupled with personal demands impacted students in 
a most serous way. The most extreme way students resisted 
regimentation was to drop out of high school. 
Male Authority and Gendered 
Participatory Structures 
Within this school authority was predominantly the 
domain of the men and boys in the building. Overarching 
institutional authority from state and other governmental 
strictures contributed patriarchal clout. Students, staff, 
and visitors entered a building that exuded male authority 
and tightly framed gendered participatory structures. The 
policies of this particular school left little room for 
individual input, initiative, and/or variance in behavior. 
Lockers and students were commonly searched, and it was not 
uncommon for teachers' desks and C drives to be inspected by 
the superintendent. Authority was visible, powerful, and 
predominantly male (the disciplinarian and approximately 85% 
of the teachers were men); it was not unusual to see a 
police cruiser in the school yard when administrative 
authority was challenged. This happened on a regular basis. 
Teachers and other adults, with the threat of a formal 
written reprimand, stood guard during arrival and departure 
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of students and during passing periods. Student infractions 
were computerized into extensive computer files for each 
student. Any infraction of the rules was subject to a 
written "discipline referral," a four part document that 
assigned students warnings, detention, or for most serious 
infractions meetings with the disciplinarian, guidance 
counselors and/or parents/ guardians. Discourses of legal 
authority and regulation permeated school life. 
Shop Selection 
Gender influenced school positionings in significant 
ways. Shops were "selected" around gendered considerations, 
participation in shop was gender related, and teacher 
attention was gender driven. Students told me that they 
heard both overt messages around gender (The teacher said, 
"Girls don't belong here.") and covert messages around 
gender ("I just didn't feel comfortable in there. I 
couldn't use the same tools or work on the major projects 
like the boys did.") A year after this study, the only 
ninth grade girl in Auto-body was relentlessly teased in my 
home-room for stapling the teacher's papers rather than 
working on the cars. 
Male Privilege 
Several of the traditionally male shops had no girls. 
Cultural discourses about gendered positionings in the 
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trades was apparent in a lack of female role models as well 
as the attitudes displayed by some of the shop teachers and 
boys in shop. At the time of this study there were no boys 
in Cosmetology and Community Services and there were no 
girls in Welding, Electrical, Auto Body, and Auto Mechanics. 
A sprinkling of girls with boys was apparent in Carpentry, 
Plumbing, Culinary, Computer Shop, Business Shop, and 
Landscaping Shop. 
The Computer Shop was no exception. Upon entering the 
shop, there was an initial impression of male authority. 
All three instructors were male, and a large number of the 
boys were moving around the areas. As reported in the text 
section, computer screens were scrolling the "Hi. I'm Mr. 
Computer." message. The boys displayed high energy and were 
loud and animated in their interactions. Boys elicited the 
most talk from all three teachers. In almost a synchronized 
chorus the teachers tried to confine this fourteen year old 
ENERGY. Upon occasion the girls behaved in hyperactive 
ways, but three of the ninth grade boys consumed teacher 
attention. 
This was also true in the eleventh grade Ethics class 
where a very few boys tended to monopolize class talk. Not 
only did these boys take the floor in Ethics class, but they 
tended to expound on their beliefs at great length. The 
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responses of the girls were much fewer and often interrupted 
by either the teacher or other students. In one of the 
Ethics classes Cathy spoke, trying, to no avail, to talk 
instructors out of having the lesson. The only other time 
Cathy spoke was to ask, "What does significant mean?" The 
instructors did not really hear her softly proffered 
question, and she never received a reply. I knew that Cathy 
was not being "disruptive," but really did not know the 
word's meaning. Cathy's frustration was palpable as she 
continued to stare off for the rest of the class time. 
Emily never spoke during Ethics Class. 
Martin Green and James Smith expressed concern about 
the same few boys exclusively participating in class 
discussion. They wanted more students to participate, but 
the emphasis was on both boys and girls and did not take 
into account the pervasive male authority of the teachers 
and texts. One morning James Smith announced, "We're going 
to start to call on people." They then called on several 
boys who are very obviously disengaged from the class. 
During one Ethics class the case study was regarding Joe. 
James Smith talked with me later about his frustration 
trying to get more students to participate. The same few 
boys, and at times one of the girls from Programming, tended 
to monopolize each and every discussion. 
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In shop and in class, the boys (for the most part) were 
allowed to express their high energy and received high 
levels of both positive and negative teacher attention. 
High activity levels characterized the participations of a 
number of the boys; the boys used their energy daily to 
elicit adult and peer attention. The boys sneaked games, 
raced around the shop, climbed into overhead spaces, and hid 
on the teachers. The teachers and the boys definitely 
subscribed to a seemingly naturalized discourse that "boys 
will be boys." The Word Processing sections entailed 
sitting a computer station for long periods of time. Not 
surprisingly, many of the fourteen year old boys in this 
section had trouble with shop tasks where the primary 
activity was sitting at a screen. 
Bugging 
The boys also annoyed others in ways that would be 
sexual harassment if practiced by adults. Cherland (1991) 
labels this male enactment of power as quite simply— 
"bugging people." She describes such behavior: 
Bugging is not teasing. Teasing takes place in verbal 
interaction, and girls are as likely to participate in 
teasing as are boys. Teasing can be ignored. Bugging 
cannot be. Bugging has a physical dimension. Bugging 
demands that the person being bugged pay attention to 
and acknowledge the presence of the person doing the 
bugging is an assertion of the will. Boys 
use bugging with sexual overtones as a way to assert 
their power over girls in school (p. 126) . 
317 
Boys (most of them) and some girls in the shop area freely 
talked in sexually suggestive ways. Several times I heard 
discussions around "hard drive" used in most graphic ways. 
When boys gathered around the work area of another boy, 
distance was maintained. When a boy or group of boys 
gathered around a girl's workstation, distance was minimal, 
and touching was typical unless the girl complained by 
pushing back or removing herself from her workstation. 
Although I observed many instances of such nonverbal 
resistance, the girls never verbally asked the boys to back 
off. 
Violence 
One most disturbing shop practice linked sexuality and 
violence. One morning during my observation in Ben Jones' 
Exploratory, I noted a group of five ninth grade boys 
surrounding the computer station of another boy. He was 
intently playing an adventure computer game. The boys 
enthusiasm and energy ran high. I moved in closer (the kids 
made room for me and appeared delighted with my interest). 
SHOOT! SHOOT! SHOOT! 
For the next five minutes the game was a target practice in 
a very elaborate forest. The scene quickly changed to a 
camp with a captured maiden. 
SHOOT! SHOOT! SHOOT HER! 
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The student playing replied, 
I CAN ONLY SHOOT THE GUY CAPTURING HER! 
SHOOT HER ANYWAY! 
The maiden was vulnerable. I asked if there were a king and 
queen in this game. 
Yeah [hesitated] 
I then followed with a question about going to the castle 
for help. Students looked at me as if I had lost my mind. 
Laughing dismissively at my naive question, they patiently 
replied that these were outlaws and could not go to the 
castle. I squelched any further questions and silently 
watched as the game progressed to an obvious climax. 
DID YOU SEE THAT? 
HE CAUGHT HER! HE HUGGED HER!! HE STABBED HER!!! 
COOL! COOL!" 
At this point, one of the eleventh grade boys disrupted the 
participants' pleasure with the game--"What's this? Isn't 
game playing forbidden?" At which point each boy scurried 
back to his work station. As I left that day Ben Jones, the 
Word Processing teacher, walked out with me and we both 
lamented the student focus upon and enjoyment of such 
violence. The boys' enjoyment of this game epitomizes s 
discourse in which sexual pleasure is bonded with violence 
towards women. 
I observed many students playing violent games during 
my observation times. A number of boys delighted in showing 
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and explaining the operations of their favorite games. Ben 
Jones felt that although games were seen as "a waste of 
time" by the other shop instructors and the administration, 
games were instructional. He stated that playing games 
"held the students' interest, increased student competence 
with the key board, and improved student skills through the 
inherent reading and sequencing of most games." He did not 
specifically address the violent, misogynist nature of the 
majority of computer games such as Mortal Kombat. 
I observed one major instance of teacher sanctioned use 
of violent games. When the school bought new Pentiums and 
the Installation and Repair students loaded the C-Drives, 
Brian, the long term substitute for James Smith's sabbatical 
year sheepishly told me that he was allowing an afternoon of 
games to reward the boys (no mention of Paula, the only girl 
in this section) for their hard work. After glancing at the 
selection of CDs that he brought in, I took him at his word 
that there were some things I did not want to know. Many of 
the games were misogynist and probably beyond an R rating. 
Paula, who rarely played games in school and did not like 
the looks of the available games, positioned herself into a 
desk at the edge of the room and worked on homework, 
resisting the male culture of misogynist games. I sat with 
her during my assigned time. We did nothing to interrupt 
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this discourse around male pleasure and reward; we both had 
to work with these guys for the rest of the year. 
Shop Tasks 
As the only girl in the Installation and Repair Section 
of shop Paula faced a daunting task in her work day. As 
office organizer (a euphemism for secretary), she often 
planned their work days. Paula was so good at this 
traditionally rotated job, that she slid right into the role 
rather permanently. On occasion, she complained. The boys 
were not on task, someone had lost a work order, and repairs 
were not completed in a timely manner. She did this in ways 
that earned her respect from both teachers and peers. She 
clucked at and mothered the boys through their work day. 
There were obvious gendered practices evident in 
Paula's positioning within the office. She stayed in a more 
private domain than the boys circulating through the school. 
She missed opportunities to learn the "nuts and bolts" parts 
of the field. Paula was good naturedly teased for her 
"bossiness"; the boys, however, really liked her. On her 
birthday they showered her with presents and a card thanking 
her for her work in the shop. 
Paula also dodged work, but not in the same ways as her 
male peers. In fact only twice did I observe her leaving 
shop work and dodging. Once when I was in the shop as an 
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aide, she was hungry and borrowed my classroom keys to 
retrieve and eat a snack in my room. On another occasion, 
Paula also took her work pass and left to study for an 
upcoming computer certification test that she and only one 
other boy failed. She was devastated by this failure, but 
rationally, stated, "I've only been in this side of the shop 
a few months, the boys have been here a long time." 
One major way that Paula dodged occurred during my time 
in the shop. There was a new teacher replacing James Smith 
for his one year sabbatical. Brian, James' replacement, 
rarely left when I came in to cover his preparation time. 
The kids and I often jokingly told him to leave—"Take a 
break. Get a cup of coffee." While Brian was in the area 
all of the boys usually remained on shop work or dodged by 
playing computer games. Paula did work at times, but most 
of the time I was present, she dodged. We chatted. She was 
having major problems with her boyfriend Edward (see 
biographical sketch of Paula), her parents did not approve 
of their relationship, and she was wrestling with religious 
anxiety about her upcoming confirmation. Ben Jones, who 
employed her at his home business and knew her parents, 
often joined our conversations. Brian never tried to pull 
Paula back to shop work. Once in a while one of the boys 
teasingly asked if Paula planned on doing any work. 
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Overall, the males in this shop tacitly condoned our 
chatting. 
Shop Romance 
Gendered issues around romance were inevitable in a 
shop with a mix of ninth (mixed gender) and eleventh grade 
students (all boys at the time). One serious romance was in 
progress. Susan had just come into this shop from Welding 
Shop. Andrew, her eleventh grade boyfriend with whom she 
lived, was also enrolled in the shop. He was on the 
Installation and Repair side, and he often had the 
flexibility of being with her. Susan brought food in for 
Andrew and ran many of his errands. She waited on him by 
shutting off his equipment and retrieving supplies for him. 
She cheerfully gave up some of her instructional time to 
meet his wants and needs. When they could sneak it, they 
held hands, kiss quickly and even sit on each other's lap 
(he was a very slim young man). If things did not become 
too intimate, they were mostly ignored (unless Andrew had 
not completed his shop assignments). Susan openly practiced 
a feminine discourse of caring for others; Andrew 
simultaneously displayed behaviors around a masculine 
discourse of imposing his will on her or expecting her to 
take care of him. 
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Gendered Uses of Physical Space 
Another way that gender impacted positionings within 
this school was around issues of physical space. Both in 
the Computer Shop and in the school at large, women and men 
claimed and used physical space in different manners. The 
girls in general kept their belongings in ways that varied 
dramatically from their male peers. This was true of their 
bodies and their possessions, even their tools of the trade. 
In the Shop 
The males in the Computer Shop took up a lot of room. 
They spread out their work equipment and often placed 
themselves and their accouterments in others' spaces. This 
was most evident on the Installation and Repair side of the 
shop. I have already noted that the area looked somewhat 
like a computer graveyard with various components and 
equipment spread out in disarray. Upon closer inspection, 
the boys freely left their tools, disks, and repair manuals 
throughout the area. Perhaps one reason this was obvious 
was the contrast to the overall mess that Paula's work 
station presented. She kept all of her belongings in either 
her area which she kept visually organized and closed or in 
her assigned locker. 
I found this personally relevant in my experiences in 
this shop. When I entered the shop for my assigned duty 
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covering the Installation and Repair teacher's preparation 
period, I was confronted with no place to sit (this was 
untrue during my shop observations in the Word Processing 
section of the shop where I was consistently treated with 
deference around seating). I was unsure how to cope with no 
space. Every inch of desk, counters, and tables was 
physically covered with wires, work orders, textbooks, 
computer parts, coffee mugs, rank books, and equipment; 
there was literally no free space. Since I generally used 
this time to do my own paper work, I did not know exactly 
how to claim any space to work. Every day I moved papers 
and objects out of a space approximately 20 inches by 20 
inches to work. The next day I returned to a space again 
covered with stuff. The only visibly neat and contained 
spaces within the repair shop were Paula's area and my 
temporarily cleared area. The males, teacher and students, 
commanded the space in Installation and Repair space. 
Across the School 
Upon investigation, I found that a male command of 
physical space was pervasive throughout the school. This 
control of space even extended to the outside of the 
building. When driving around the school, the perimeter 
shops such as Landscaping, Welding, Auto Body, Auto 
Mechanics, Carpentry, and Plumbing had all piled "stuff" 
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, 
(tools, parts, and junk) outside their shops. They 
effectively claimed the land outside as their domain. 
Tractors, stacks of wrought iron, cars and their parts, 
piles of lumber and building projects, and pipes and 
fittings took up exterior as well as interior space (see 
Appendix D for a representative example of junk). A 
discourse involving male command of public space both in and 
out of the school building provided a physical statement of 
male authority within these trades. 
The two shops filled with women and girls were another 
story. Another discourse around gender seemed to be 
operating in this physical division of space within this 
school. It was notable that with rare exception, all work 
stations within these shops were neatly compartmentalized; 
one person's work area never spilled into other's space. In 
the Cosmetology Shop, tools of the trade were not shared. 
Whenever I was in for a haircut or as an instructional aide, 
the teachers and girls asked politely to borrow and then 
returned others' tools of the trade. This was also true in 
Community Services; both child care sections and health care 
sections were always neat and individual areas of work 
respected in both space and equipment. This is not to say 
that the girls never argued, stole, or secretly borrowed 
others' things and space, but it was not expected and not 
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accepted. In these shop areas, teachers and students gave 
clear messages about neatness, confinement, and ownership. 
The two "girl" shops. Cosmetology and Community 
Services, were also interesting in a "geographical" way. 
They were both neatly tucked into the inside of the school. 
The school building was constructed with the traditionally 
male trades on the perimeter; these shops shared outside 
doors that led to the encircling road. There also was a 
private inner circle of land, a courtyard, in the middle of 
the school with no access to the road. Both Cosmetology and 
Community Services were tucked into these private inside 
spaces. They were the only shops abutting the private 
courtyard. Upon reflection, this physically placed a large 
number of girls into essentially a private arena, the 
traditional province of women. The more public arenas of 
shops opening to a road leading to the outside world were 
the physical positions for many of the males in the 
building. 
During morning home room and passing time the "feminine 
ghetto" surrounding Cosmetology and Community Services was 
visibly filled with girls and women. Of the teachers on 
"guard duty" nine women were visible and four men are 
visible. That, coupled with the number of girls waiting 
around Cosmetology and Community Services, lent a decidedly 
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gendered flair to this tucked-in area. Conversely, 
authority around the other areas, welding, carpentry, 
plumbing, machine trades, and the auto shops which were 
adjacent to one and other was extensively male. 
One striking example of visual authority met each 
person entering the school. Upon walking into the main 
entrance, there were visual representations of school 
achievements. A glass showcase highlighted a few ceremonial 
pictures, team awards, and individual awards. There was one 
academic picture showing the National Honor Society and its 
advisors--one man and one woman. The members in this group 
photo were basically gender balanced, which was a testament 
to the achievements of the much smaller population of girls. 
With the exception of the two male teachers, Culinary Arts 
also showed a picture of a gender balanced award ceremony. 
Here visual equity ended. Trophies for male sports— 
football, boys' basketball, golf and track filled the 
shelves. Although volleyball and softball were offered, 
there were very few and smaller representations of girls in 
these displays of awards. 
There were also adult awards and acknowledgments in 
this foyer area. Founding members of the school showed a 
list with one woman. School committee members were 
predominantly men. All superintendents had been men. 
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Visually this area was one of male prestige. One of the 
display cases was built by one of the teachers and proudly 
bore his name. A discourse of male importance around 
sports, winning, and leadership roles was palpable in the 
initial introduction to the school. Visual impacts of a 
similar nature are commonly found in corporate and military 
structures, the Senate, religious hierarchies, and 
television surfs through channel after channel of male 
sports and news items. 
Staff 
The command and positionings of space were but two 
layers of male authority within the wider community of this 
school. As noted, most of the school committee members were 
male. Most of the staff was male too. There was a male 
superintendent, a male disciplinarian, a male job placement 
coordinator, and a male curriculum coordinator. The 
assistant superintendent, the athletic director, and the 
special education director were women. The full time 
academic staff included two men in social studies, two men 
in science, two men and two women in math, two men in gym, 
three men and one woman in English, a man in music, and a 
woman in art. The librarian and job coordinator were both 
men. 
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The shop picture was even more positioned by gender. 
At the time of this study, two women taught Community 
Service (child care and health) and two women taught 
Cosmetology. ALL other shop instructors were men; this 
included one man in the Business Shop, two men in Welding, 
three men in the Computer Shop, two men in Carpentry, two 
men in Electrical, two men in Plumbing, four men in the Auto 
Shop, two men in Machine Trades, and two men in Culinary 
Arts. Girls could spend their entire shop week with male 
teachers and potentially follow that with an academic week 
of exclusively male instruction. Figure 1 on the next page 
shows the gendered positions and participations of primary 













Figure 1. Staff 
331 
In Table 1, it is clear that shop teachers, primary academic 
teachers, and administrators in this vocational high school 
were mostly men (actually during the years after this study, 
a new science teacher, a new social studies teacher, a 
coach, and a Landscaping and Design teacher were hired--all 
men) . 
It is relevant that a majority of the staff supporting 
main stream teaching were women. For example, secretaries 
and business staff were exclusively women. The nurse was a 
woman; special education and reading teachers were a 
majority of women (five women and four men); cafeteria 
workers were exclusively women; guidance counselors were a 
majority of women (four women and two men); instructional 
aides were also predominantly women (three women and one 
man). The custodial staff (usually paid more than cafeteria 
workers with approximately the same skills and educational 
levels) was exclusively comprised of men. The gender of the 
staff sent very clear messages about authority and support 
of authority within this building. It also provided no 
adult role models for students interested in nontraditional 
vocational training. 
Summary 
Subject positionings were heavily related to the gender 
of each participant. A large number of men in power were 
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visible. Men claimed not only body space, but building 
space. Their assigned teaching areas often expanded even to 
the outside. The four women shop teachers were relegated to 
two enclosed areas of neatly maintained space. Boys 
commanded both shop and class interactions. Visual images 
were predominantly male. This school exuded male authority. 
Chapter Summary 
Major discourses of the schooling contexts of this 
particular vocational school were critically related to the 
gendered subject positionings of the six girls in my study. 
The school was authoritative. Subject positionings across 
this vocational school predominantly privileged males. 
Images prevalent in shop and throughout the school bolstered 
male authority through contexts of instruction, visual 
messages, and the adults in charge. There were small 
pockets of resistance, but the tenor favored the male 
teachers, their shops, and the boys enrolled in the school. 
Rules restricted students, and at times teachers, to 
unacceptable levels of tolerance. This was extremely 
problematic for girls functioning with the autonomy of 
adults in their personal lives. Make-up and attendance 
policies were perceived as too strict. These policies 
seriously impacted the girls with serious outside 
responsibilities such as child care. Students and staff 
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subverted rules that were unreasonable, inconvenient, and/or 
unpleasant. Many students had excessive absences, and some 
teachers (myself included) allowed make-up time that 
extended far beyond official sanction. Both students and 
teachers ate and drank sodas and coffee during shop time. 
Curriculum was a major issues for the girls in this 
study. Curriculum was, at times, boring. Curriculum that 
was just too difficult was modified or avoided. "Procedural 
displays" of schooling were rampant. Both boys and girls 
dodged work, but in gendered ways. The boys played games 
whenever possible. The girls generally ignored both games 
and game playing, and sneaked their novels. Both boys and 
girls left instructional areas as often as possible. The 
boys left with their work passes, but were observed in areas 
both in and out of school during this out of shop "work" 
time. The girls asked for passes to the nurse, to guidance, 
and to academic teachers to make up their work. The boys in 
Installation and Repair dodged tedious tasks by "taking 
their time" when working on computer systems in the public 
arenas of the school building. Paula, the only girl 
observed working in the Installation and Repair Section 
rarely dodged, but did on occasion shirk work to chat, 
particularly with me during my assigned time. Resistance 
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was pervasive by both boys and girls, but it often took 
different forms. 
Typical of top-down instruction, product assessment 
prevailed. The girls resisted this type of instruction 
which they deemed boring, by purposeful inattention, reading 
novels during shop and class, poor or no editing of final 
work, and leaving instructional areas to visit the nurse, 
sneak time with boyfriends, eat, catch up on missed academic 
classes, and/or totally stay out of school. Much like the 
characters in the books they loved, they viewed school as a 
place to minimally participate while meeting boys and 
socializing. Suggestive of soap operas, they used school 
time to "steal" each other's boyfriends, compete with their 
girlfriends, and aspire to the "American Dream" house, body, 
and lifestyle. 
Tacit adult approval of boys "bugging" girls prevailed 
throughout the building. "Bugging" and simulated male 
violence permeated the Computer Shop. The boys teased, made 
suggestive comments, and generally invaded the girls' 
spaces. The girls flirted and/or resisted by moving out of 
the boys' way. Boys roughhoused and talked loudly during 
shop time. They dominated discussions in the Ethics Class 
and demanded both peer and teacher attention. They played 
games with violent and/or misogynist themes. At times they 
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"visited" forbidden Internet sites. When romantically 
involved, boys expected their girlfriends to cater to their 
needs and run errands for them. 
Working structures and practices were also gendered. 
Subject positions and participations within this schooling's 
contexts often reflected traditional gendered discourses 
around "appropriate" shop selections. There were and had 
been very few girls (only four in the school's history) 
enrolled in the Installation and Repair Section of the 
Computer Shop. The girls who were enrolled rarely learned 
the "nuts and bolts" aspects of the shop. Their 
positionings were different. Paula's role was to watch over 
and orchestrate the boys' days. She also mediated. Cathy 
and Emily cleaned a lot of equipment. These girls mainly 
stayed in the shop and did not work in larger public domains 
throughout the school. 
Adults' positionings impacted the girl in several other 
ways. Powerful members of the staff were predominantly 
male; there were few role models for girls breaking into the 
trades. Guidance provided a Student Equity Group for 
nontraditional students. The girls in my study, however, 
were not identified as "nontraditional" because there was an 
almost equal number of boys and girls enrolled in the 
overall Computer Shop; the group leaders of the equity team 
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did not consider gender equity by Computer Shop section. 
This particular equity group was mostly in name only since 
several of my other students who were members said that they 
met "around once every two or three months," providing 
little substantive support for students. Even with no role 
models and little adult support, several of the girls in 
this study challenged traditional technical positionings 
within the traditionally male domain of computers. This was 
especially true of the three girls who ventured into the 
Installation and Repair Section. Although these girls 
participated by cleaning and secretarial tasks, it was 
ground-breaking for them to even attempt to learn such a 
lucrative, male dominant trade. Well-meaning adults, 
particularly the girls' families, positioned them into a 
career path in computers hoping for better career 
opportunities for their girls than traditional employment in 
child care and cosmetology. Several of the girls resisted 
by doing poorly in school, dropping out, or just biding 
their time to become old enough to pursue their own dreamed 
of schooling/careers. 
Schooling contexts of this vocational high school did 
not substantively support nontraditional students, many of 
whom were in crisis in their personal lives. Reflective of 
the gendered discourses prevalent in personal positionings 
of the girls as well as salient cultural texts, the girls' 
schooling substantively added another layer of 
marginalization, subordination, and/or exclusion to their 
lives. In Chapter VII, I distill major insights gleaned 
from this research through a revisitation of Emily's primary 
subject positionings. Essential implications for research 
are shared. Lastly, salient pedagogical issues related to 




INSIGHTS AND IMPLICATIONS 
In this chapter I summarize and discuss insights and 
implications gleaned from this study of the gendered subject 
positionings of six girls enrolled in a vocational high 
school's Computer Shop. Describing and interpreting the 
interrelatedness among subject positionings, analyzed texts, 
and schooling contexts reveals ways that working class girls 
access, utilize, and/or resist gendered discursive 
practices. Work in the field rarely examines multiple 
layers in individual lives. The girls in this study 
repeatedly espoused, enacted, and/or resisted gendered 
beliefs and practices. A complex vision of gender emerged 
as discrete aspects of each girl's life were examined in 
relation to dominant discourses that impacted their personal 
relationships and schooling/careers. 
In this chapter, I highlight findings about subject 
positionings of the girls that are reflective of 
poststructuralist concepts such as constructions of 
"normal" participations (Foucault, 1977) and dyadic thinking 
(Lacan, 1977) that often limited options and opportunities 
for these girls. I also suggest directions for change in 
regard to texts, particularly those used in schooling, that 
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subordinate, marginalize, and/or exclude girls and women. A 
discussion of schooling contexts highlights gendered 
positionings and participations within the girls' schooling. 
The layers of inquiry in this study—biographical vignettes, 
feminist poststructuralist analysis of texts, and 
investigations of institutional contexts—make visible the 
gendered subject positionings and complexities of the lives 
and schooling of adolescent girls, including moments when 
they have interrupted expected positionings. I suggest 
venues for further research and pedagogical change that 
would support more equitable participations and career 
opportunities for girls and women. 
Positionings of Emily Revisited 
In order to recap major gendered subject positionings 
of the girls, I return to the life of sixteen year old 
Emily. At the time of this study Emily was a junior in the 
Installation and Repair section of the Computer Shop. 
Success in school was a daunting task for her. She had 
transferred to vocational education in her tenth grade year. 
Her other option, in her words--"If I didn't get in here 
[this particular vocational school], I was goin' to just 
drop out." Emily repeatedly positioned herself as a "bad" 
reader and poor student. She hated sitting still, and since 
her parents mandated Computer Shop she picked Installation 
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and Repair of computers. A career in computers, however, 
held no real interest for her; she wanted to work with 
children with special needs, a job she had done and enjoyed 
at a local summer camp. 
I chose to revisit Emily's subject positionings in this 
final discussion because she did not report some of the 
extreme subject positions that some of the girls experienced 
in their personal lives; she did not report sexual, verbal 
or physical abuse, she did not have a baby of her own, she 
lived with both of her parents and was supported by a large 
number of others in her family—her gram, her sister, her 
Uncle in Washington State. She was not positioned as the 
defender of her niece Morgan, whom the whole family adored; 
she was just a babysitter. Her circumstances did not, 
however, negate the struggles she faced as a family member, 
as a young woman with anorexia, and as a student in this 
vocational school. 
School was hard for Emily; she was, in her words, not a 
very good student. Her participations in my junior English 
class mirrored her overall positionings as a student. It's 
not that Emily "slacked." Emily missed significant amounts 
of school time for two major reasons: she was not in good 
health because of her anorexia and she was needed at home to 
babysit. She repeatedly verbalized her self-positioning as 
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"not too good a reader." Her actual capabilities belied her 
low opinion of her schooling potential. She, in fact, was a 
functional reader and writer, given the time and space to 
work at her own pace. Most of her teachers, myself 
included, allowed Emily time and modifications of "required" 
assignments that contradicted major school "policies." Such 
practices allowed her to graduate from high school with 
minimal participations. 
Emily's parents had positioned her into the field of 
computers, a career they deemed more lucrative than human 
services for their daughter. By both her teachers' accounts 
and hers, Emily spent a great deal of time cleaning rather 
than installing or repairing computer components. She 
rather liked the job because she did not have to sit at a 
monitor and it was easy for her. For at least two years 
after Emily graduated, she worked as a cashier and/or bagger 
at the local supermarket and still lived at home. 
Emily was also positioned by her sister's "screw-ups" 
which included dropping out of school, teen parenting, and 
depending on her family for support for herself and her 
child. Because of her sister's teen pregnancy, Emily was 
most reserved around boys. This reserve, however, did not 
prevent her from getting a date for the prom. Emily proudly 
announced that she was "goin' to the prom." She attended 
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this important event with Dumpy, a boy whose last name she 
did not know. From all accounts Dumpy was a very safe date 
for her; however, she could not tell me his last name even 
after the date was settled. Contradicting her unease with 
boys, she dared date for her prom. In our final talk about 
romantic relationships, Emily was most emphatic in her 
commitment not to be that involved with boys, because, "I'm 
NOT going to get pregnant." 
Emily battled an eating disorder. She carried her 
"junk food," but admitted she rarely ate. She often lacked 
physical stamina. Her quest for diminutiveness was evident 
in her size, her posture, and her tiny voice. Verbalizing 
was a major challenge for Emily. I rarely observed 
animation with either adults or her peers. Emily responded 
to attempts at conversation with mostly short responses 
(this varied dramatically from several of my other 
informants where I could barely get in a word). The only 
real enthusiasm I discerned in my interactions with Emily 
either in school settings or in attempts at conversation was 
connected to two facets of her life--her gram's hand knitted 
sweaters and her beloved niece Morgan. 
Emily worked at a local grocery store to help out her 
family. The hours of her job coupled with her domestic 
responsibilities impeded completion of homework. "And I was 
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supposed to work until 8:00 Tuesday, but I kinda worked late 
and was supposed to put Morgan into bed at 8:00, but they 
asked me to stay late and I had to, and then, when I'm not 
workin' I'm baby sittin'. I try to do homework and writing 
there. It's impossible cause my papers just go [ripping 
sound]." Such contradictory positionings reflected tensions 
among Emily's responsibilities and her personal and career 
goals. 
Emily's parents positioned her into the Computer Shop 
hoping for her future job success. There was tension, 
however, in her inability to pursue a career she desired in 
the more typically "girl" field of working with children. 
Although Emily was a capable reader and could have been a 
competent student, she exemplified the growing ranks of the 
aliterate. She often missed school to help out at home. 
With marginal high school grades, little real learning in 
the trade she pursued, and no post-secondary schooling, 
Emily seemed relegated to working in a minimal wage job. 
Her personal options seemed similarly limited by her parents 
where she was shielded from "romantic" participations by a 
family that positioned her as frail and vulnerable. The 
last time I saw Emily she just looked up from her register 
with her classic shrug and shy smile. 
344 
Insights into Gendered Subject Positioninas 
Emily's revisited positionings highlight the findings 
of this inquiry in response to the three primary questions 
driving this study. WHAT ARE SOME OF THE SALIENT SUBJECT 
POSITIONINGS FOR EACH OF THE SIX GIRLS IN THE STUDY, AND HOW 
DO THEY RELATE TO/IMPINGE UPON THEIR STATED CAREER AND 
FAMILY GOALS? The girls in this study had academic and 
kinesthetic potential to succeed at the vocational school in 
this study. They were all students in the Computer Shop, 
one of the school's most prestigious areas. This is not to 
say that they excelled in school. For most of the girls in 
this study positionings as students were troublesome. Just 
attending and graduating from high school with their class 
was a challenge; it was an insurmountable challenge for 
three out of six of the girls. Only one of the girls 
seriously planned on continuing her education. Aspects of 
their personal obligations that were invisible to school 
officials directly related to their inability to "do 
school." Much like Emily, several of my informants 
experienced trouble with school. 
On some level, each of the girls articulated a personal 
desire for the "American Dream" lifestyle that is 
pervasively portrayed throughout contemporary discourses 
valorizing heterosexual romance, immaculate, well dressed 
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and smiling children (a boy and a girl), and thin, blond, 
and expensively dressed feminine beauty. The girls echoed 
themes found in Bordo's (1996) work on hunger as an ideology 
of feminine beauty and Weedon's (1993) work on family ideals 
showcasing beautifully dressed mom gazing lovingly at dad 
who is glancing approvingly at his son and beautiful 
daughter sitting under the Christmas tree. Positionings of 
femininity such as those posed by media images impacted the 
girls' quests for thinness and domesticity. This seems 
particularly problematic since over half of the girls in 
this study were positioned in personal relationships that 
were nothing like the "American Dream" discourse. As 
suggested by Foucault (1977), an unrelenting aspect of the 
girls' talk and behaviors focused upon dominant beliefs of 
"normalcy." Privileged knowledges are hypothesized by 
Foucault's theories of the construction of power and 
knowledge to introduce, maintain, and reproduce patriarchal 
privileges through "normal" gendered positionings. Even 
when the girls displayed resistance, "normal" beliefs and 
behaviors of girls were acknowledged. For example, when 
Paula worked in the Installation and Repair section of the 
Computer Shop, she resisted normal school placements of all 
boys; however, she was positioned in a normal female 
position as secretary. Notions of "normalcy" that mirrored 
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textual images such as those found in Stine, their ethics 
text, and the media emerged as the girls interacted with 
boyfriends and families. Patterns of substance abuse, teen 
parenting, anorexia, abusive relationships, dropping out of 
intolerable school situations, and career confusions emerged 
from data about the girls' lives. The girls showed agency 
in choosing to party, have unprotected sex, and drop out of 
school; these activities immediately empowered them to 
resist the socially sanctioned "American Dream" replete with 
husband and domestic drudgery. Contradictions among 
discourses of normalcy such as messages stating that girls 
can now pick their career with equity and gendered 
positionings and/or exclusion in shops resulted in tensions 
between the girls' lived decisions and their future goals. 
Some of the girls including Emily, were expected to 
care for and "mother" others; much like Fern in Charlotte's 
Web, they had been doing so from a very early age. The 
girls in this study often missed school to provide care for 
siblings, other relatives, and their own children. The 
girls also skipped school to please their boyfriends. Much 
as hypothesized by Belenky et al. (1986) and Gilligan (1982) 
meeting the needs of others was important to each of the 
girls; they "knew" and cared for others in predominantly 
feminine ways. Others' needs often gave the girls in this 
347 
study "voice." For example, Susan could not effectively 
stand up to her mother's degrading sexually explicit 
comments aimed at her; she could, however, effectively speak 
up against abuse aimed at her younger brother. In most 
other positions, it was difficult for them to articulate 
their own needs in their personal relationships. 
In framing their schooling decisions, the majority of 
the girls "chose" what teachers, guidance counselors, 
and/or, in Emily's case, what her family expected of her. 
This relegated most of the girls to vocational education. 
Each of these girls was enrolled in a shop that invited and 
included both girls and boys. Although only one of them had 
any real interest in a career in computers, three of the 
girls tried to learn Installation and Repair. Their 
positionings within the Installation and Repair class were 
often related to more traditional feminine tasks. The girls 
primarily cleaned machines and functioned as secretaries. 
Working at such tasks, they could dress and act like 
"normal" girls and minimally participate. The girls rarely 
got into the "nuts and bolts" of computer installation and 
repair. Perhaps this was one way to resist the adult 
positionings that situated them into vocational education 
and the Computer Shop. This was also a way to maintain 
valued positions in multiple discourses, i.e. they could be 
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a "normal" girl and simultaneously work towards a lucrative 
career. It is important to note that in previous years 
there had been only one girl enrolled in the Installation 
and Repair component in the entire history of the shop, and 
she had dropped out by her junior year. Minimal 
participation was a huge step forward from traditional 
exclusion of girls. 
A primary subject position for each girl in this study 
revolved around romance and boys. It was "normal" to have a 
heterosexual relationship, or in Emily's situation at least 
a date for the prom, and boys were very much a part of the 
picture. Risky "chat room" romances, relationships with 
violent boys, and teen pregnancy were representative of 
their interactions with boys. Mirroring recurrent themes in 
the Stine books they loved, the girls' relationships with 
boys were rife with tensions and troubles, including 
violence. 
Much as hypothesized by Lacan (1977), traditional 
patriarchal decisions framed as dyadic choices were evident 
in the girls' lives. Because of her biological sex, each 
girl was cast into the less privileged half of the 
fundamental male/female dichotomy. The girls' talk was full 
of decisions considering only two possible options. 
Decisions were discussed in dyadic frames such as 
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comprehensive school vs. vocational school, computers vs. 
human services, college vs. work, couple vs single, rich vs. 
poor, thin vs. fat, beautiful vs. ugly, autonomous vs. 
dependent, adventure vs. safety, masculine vs. feminine, and 
right vs. wrong. It is apparent that patriarchal positions, 
evidenced in the first of each pair, are culturally 
privileged in these dyads. In each of these dyads other 
possibilities leading to expanded opportunities were not 
usually considered. By adolescence (Gilligan, 1993; Pipher, 
1984; Sadker and Sadker, 1994) this type of thinking, in 
concert with other aspects of their lives, relegated and 
limited many of the girls' decisions to traditional feminine 
subject positionings in both their schooling/careers and in 
their personal lives. The girls were heavily positioned by 
the (male) dyadic paradigm. 
Insights Into Contradictory and 
Competitive Textual Messages 
WHAT GENDERED DISCOURSES ARE APPARENT IN SOME OF THE 
TEXTS IMPORTANT TO THE GIRLS, AND HOW MIGHT THESE DISCOURSES 
RELATE TO THE GIRLS' SUBJECT POSITIONINGS? Much as was 
found in other studies (Butler, 1990; Davies, 1993; Giroux, 
1994; Luke, 1996; Millman, 1990), the girls' subject 
positionings mirrored the gendered character positionings in 
the aesthetic texts that they were required to and/or 
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desired to read. Ways to be "appropriately" feminine and 
masculine had culturally and textually bombarded them since 
childhood. Romance and horror texts (Christian-Smith, 1993; 
Cherland & Edelsky, 1993; Dugan, et al., 1996; Gilbert, 
1991; Gilbert and Taylor, 1991; Radway, 1984; Walkerdine, 
1990) effectively position women as subordinated and/or 
marginalized. In their relationships, the girls often were 
subjected to abuse from their parents and/or male partners. 
Strategies to maintain their relationships often included 
"waiting out" their boyfriends' bad moods, rationalizing 
their bad behavior, and sometimes just accepting what came 
their way as part of being with a boy. Many Stine stories, 
soap opera characters such as Robin, and the cyber women in 
many computer games were texts that represented discursive 
practices that supported subjugation of women in order to 
have a heterosexual relationship. Women and girls, both in 
text and in the lives of my informants, were positioned as 
expecting, deserving, and/or even desiring such positionings 
in their relationships with men (Twitchell, 1985; Willinsky 
and Hunniford, 1993). 
The texts analyzed for this study and the girls' uses 
of reading to be good and busy corroborate previous research 
findings (Cherland, 1994; Flynn & Schweickart, 1986; 
Gilbert, 1991; Willinsky & Hunniford, 1993). The girls in 
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my study frequently displayed and read their romance/horror 
books to avoid boring curriculum, to occupy themselves upon 
completion of their assignments, and to trade with the other 
girls. Such uses of reading also provided a way for the 
girls who quickly met easy curriculum requirements to remain 
quiet and please their teachers. 
Positionings related to gender in informational texts 
were generally more subtle. At times, messages were not so 
much overtly sexist, but evident in a lack of reference to 
the accomplishments and authority of women. Reflecting this 
silencing, the girls rarely participated in either shop or 
the Ethics class on the level of the boys; they often sat at 
their computer stations following the textbook, quietly 
reading, or sat silently in the back of the Ethics class 
drinking their soda and looking around. In shop they 
commonly functioned as "secretary," cleaned, or watched the 
boys. Most research regarding information texts has focused 
on math, social studies, and science textbooks (Sadker & 
Sadker, 1994; Scott, 1992; Walkerdine, 1992). There is a 
paucity of research focusing on technical and vocational 
texts, and the findings of this study suggest a critical 
need for further inquiry. 
Research concerning vocabulary and its relationships to 
sexism have predominantly focused upon uses of "man" as the 
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universal person (Blakesley, 1992; Sadker and Sadker, 1994). 
Technical vocabulary has just recently been hypothesized to 
be problematic (Shaw, 1993) . Vocabulary used for 
instruction was problematic in many of its potential 
connotations and uses. "Hard-drive" talk from a leering 
boy, violently misogynist computer games, and a persistent 
focus upon patriarchal texts and references filled shop 
language with means to marginalize the girls' 
participations. When the boys "bugged" the girls in shop, 
they rarely verbalized retorts; they just physically moved 
back, gently shoved the boys away, or accepted their leers 
and talk of hard drives with a flirtatious smile. Ways that 
efferent texts evoke aesthetic responses need to be made 
visible. 
Although texts have been theorized to be inherently 
ideological (Fairclough, 1995; Foucault, 1977; Street, 
1984), technical books, code books, and equipment repair 
manuals are a relatively new genre to be acknowledged as 
ideological. Long considered neutral disseminators of 
information, technical texts warrant scrutiny around 
gendered positionings. Intertextual links (Bakhtin, 1976; 
Bloome & Egan-Robinson, 1993; Lanksheer, 1993; McLaren, 
1993) among aesthetic and efferent texts serve powerfully to 
reproduce dominant ideologies supporting patriarchal power. 
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Such texts will be important foci of future critical 
educational research. 
Texts directly related to computer instruction had a 
facade of neutrality. Generally, even the pronoun issue was 
avoided by terms such as operator, consumer, and other 
gender neutral words. That is not to say that no gendered 
ideology was evident. The focus and ideology were, however, 
much more entrenched and subtle. Vocabulary with the 
potential of contributing to unease for both teachers and 
students was evident in the basic "talk of the trade." 
Women in these technical texts were rarely in authority. 
Computers themselves were identified as male and violent; 
monitor scrolls filled the Computer Shop with messages such 
as, "Hi. I'm Mr. Computer. If you don't shut me off in a 
few minutes, I will explode." As evidenced by the texts 
analyzed in this study, misogynist messages and positionings 
have not disappeared. Subject positionings of this type 
invite and support domestic violence and the continued 
poverty of women and children. 
Insights Into Gendered Schooling Contexts 
WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL AND INTERACTIONAL CONTEXTS, WHAT 
GENDERED DISCOURSES SHAPE THE GIRLS' SUBJECT POSITIONS? 
Much as earlier studies of schooling (Bryson & De Castell, 
1995; Collis, 1985; Griffin & Cole, 1987; Kramarae, 1988; 
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Martin, 1988; Neilsen, 1994; Raissiguier, 1994) the contexts 
of this vocational school were far from neutral for the 
girls in this study. Technical schooling contexts of this 
study were found to be fraught with tensions. A decision to 
attend a vocational rather than comprehensive school heavily 
impacted the girls' college and career prospects. In one 
sense, they had the potential to learn a lucrative trade 
installing and repairing computers. On another level, the 
girls faced lower academic standards (there was no college 
track) and in most cases lessened their potential for 
college. Other aspects of this vocational schooling context 
related to not only gender, but social class, and 
contributed to the girls' subordination, marginalization, 
and/or exclusion in their schooling. The staff was 
predominantly made up of men, space was extensively claimed 
by men, and the building itself showcased men and their 
achievements. The school was tightly regimented, 
instruction was traditionally top-down, and the school 
valued product assessment. 
A first and very important element of the girls' 
educational positionings was their initial decision to 
attend vocational school and enroll in the Computer Shop. 
Most of the girls had little say in the decision to attend 
this vocational school and/or Computer Shop. In four out of 
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six cases, family members directed their decisions. Career 
counseling was extremely poor in this research population. 
Much as identified by Luttrell (1992), aspects of the girls' 
working class backgrounds positioned them into a field 
popularly viewed as "up and coming." Getting a job after 
high school was a higher family priority than the girls' own 
career aspirations. In my personal and professional 
experience, adolescents invest more time and energy in 
pursuits in which their desires are respectfully considered. 
The staff at this school mirrored gendered 
organizational structures identified by other researchers as 
problematic (Brewster, 1992; Kramarae & Treichler, 1990; 
McDonald, 1981; Payne, 1986; Sadker & Sadker, 1994; 
Walkerdine, 1990, 1992); the school's structure was 
hierarchal and preeminently male in authority. 
Administration was 67% men, primary academic teachers were 
70% men, and the shop teachers were 83% men. At the time of 
the study, the only women teaching in shops were in 
Cosmetology and Community Services. This provided few role 
models for girls entering the trades. It also supported 
top-down participation structures allowing predominantly 
passive participation of most students. Even though several 
of my participants explicitly articulated ways they learned 
as active participants, this type of instruction rarely 
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happened in a school steeped in dominant male discourse. 
Boredom was cited as a major problem in many of the girls' 
school experiences and related to "slacking" and dropping 
out of high school. 
Regimentation and/or unworkable attendance policies 
were found to be other factors in marginal student 
participations, ie. "slacking" and/or dropping out of school 
(Luttrell, 1992; Stevenson & Ellsworth, 1993). Only two of 
the six girls in this study maintained reasonable 
attendance. That is, they were absent only if sick or on a 
field trip. The other girls were absent from school, as 
many as fifty plus days in a year. Inability to keep up 
with requirements and/or make up missed work directly 
related to three of these girls not graduating with their 
class. Resistance was evident to tight rules such as four 
minutes between classes, no food outside of the cafeteria, 
and twenty minutes to eat lunch. Excessive control over 
their personal needs was very problematic for girls trying 
to function as autonomous adults in their personal lives. 
Unlike most adolescents living at home, they were NOT used 
to such petty restrictions. 
The school in this study, like most public schools, 
showcased patriarchal frames and participatory structures 
(Rutledge, 1988; Sadker and Sadker, 1994). There are few 
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studies analyzing gendered facets of buildings. This school 
building, however, exuded patriarchal expressions that 
showcased product assessments, achievements by boys' sports 
teams and male school leaders. Architectural design of this 
school positioned the majority of girls into more private 
spheres of interaction than the boys. The two traditional 
women's shops. Cosmetology and Community Services, were 
literally the only shops without public entrances and 
egresses; they were tucked inside the building. The shops 
on the perimeter claimed the majority of the school's 
physical space both in and outside of the building where 
shop teachers stacked scrap lumber, rusting welding parts, 
bricks, and other junk. Uses of space were problematic 
within the Computer Shop as well. In the Installation and 
Repair section there was very little space that was not 
covered by the tools and parts being worked on by the men 
and boys. Girls and women, myself included, needed to clear 
a space in which to work. 
The girls in my study were students in a very male 
dominant school environment. Upon entering their school, 
male achievement, male authority, and a large number of men 
greeted them daily. They were expected to eat, use the 
restrooms, and learn in a highly regulated manner (almost 
reflective of male military discourse). Their teachers in 
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shop were men and their academic classes were taught mostly 
by men. Regardless of their academic competence, vocational 
schooling allowed them only half time academics which did 
not prepare them for the rigors of college in ways that 
comprehensive schools did. Almost all instruction was 
teacher centered, and rarely were the girls' actual learning 
styles considered. School counseling around shop 
selections, college options, and staying in school seemed 
sorely remiss. The girls were not usually in shops leading 
to THEIR desired careers. The girls considering college 
typically talked about unrealistic and untenable (under 
their present circumstances) notions of college. The girls 
needing social services were not supported in ways that made 
a high school diploma possible. In essence, the pedagogical 
discourses of this, and the girls' sending schools often did 
not meet their needs. Career counseling seldom supported 
the girls' own career needs and goals. 
Implications for Research 
Several compelling directions for further research are 
suggested by this study. Insights and implications from 
these findings suggest that the following research questions 
are critical in understanding and improving schooling 
participations of students such as the girls in this study. 
1.) How can students with overwhelming personal 
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obligations and problems successfully negotiate schooling 
and careers of their choice? 
My findings indicate that the girls in this study had 
difficulty around schooling discourses. Research of under¬ 
represented populations such as working class students needs 
to be expanded. Studies such as Luttrell's (1992) 
investigate dropping out in retrospect through studies of 
adults returning to school in search of a high school 
diploma. Similarly, Stevenson and Ellsworth (1993) note the 
need for previously silenced voices of persons who have 
dropped out to be heard. It is through such individual 
stories (Bruner, 1990; Coles, 1989; Martin, 1988) that the 
lives of previously silenced people can be heard. Since at 
least half of my research population did not graduate with 
their class, my study indicates a need to investigate the 
decisions and experiences of younger participants and 
support their schooling BEFORE they drop out of school or 
have babies at very young ages. Fine's study (1993) calls 
for the voicing of previously silenced voices and is 
critical in beginning to understand ways that people 
continue to be quietly marginalized, subordinated, and/or 
excluded from positions of power and privilege. More 
ethnographic inquiries investigating common threads of lived 
lives and their relationships with education would yield 
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ways for "at risk" students to successfully negotiate 
schooling. 
2.) What are some of the ideological impacts of sexist 
textbooks and other instructional materials with gender 
bias? 
The girls in this study were all enrolled in a 
vocational school using materials that privileged male 
knowledge. During school, they read romance/horror) books 
with common threads of subject positionings that served to 
further marginalize, subordinate and/or exclude equal 
participations for girls and women. On the screens in shop 
positionings of girls and women were further postulated by 
computer games that were often misogynist. Internet 
connections were similarly problematic in regard to gender. 
Research with a grounding in feminist poststructuralist 
analysis of texts seems critical if women and other under¬ 
represented groups are to be equitably included in 
schooling. Ways that girls and women are positioned by 
powerful patriarchal practices throughout their lives and 
the interrelatedness of such positionings bear close 
scrutiny. Work such as Sadker and Sadker (1994) needs to be 
expanded including feminist poststructuralist analysis of 
more genres (especially computer related texts) and analysis 
that makes visible subtle as well as obvious intertextual 
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connections. Feminist poststructural frames ground studies 
in ways that make visible layered, cross-institutional 
contexts of power. Further analysis of literature, texts of 
technology, and popular media is critical. Connotations of 
traditional technological talk seems to warrant further 
inquiry. An important focus indicated by this study would 
be upon texts of the "canon" and ways that they are reified. 
3.) How can the synergy of intertextual messages be 
assessed? 
There were many commonalities among the texts analyzed 
for this study. Many researchers and practitioners identify 
ways that texts are connected chains of communication 
(Bakhtin, 1976; Bloome & Egan-Robinson, 1993; 
Dugan, et al.; 1996; Fine, 1993; Pratt, 1981; 
Rutledge, 1988). Inequitable subject positionings of girls 
and women were not relegated to one genre and/or context. 
The girls in my study were continually bombarded with 
textual messages about societal participations of girls and 
women. The synergy of gendered positionings within and 
across their experiences in language events served to cement 
certain messages. Competing messages supporting more 
equitable participations often lacked the power to effect 
expanded venues for the girls. Extensive micro-analysis of 
textual discourses would identify intricate connections 
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among texts that lead to the synergy of dominant cultural 
messages. By acknowledging and interrupting entrenched 
gendered positionings that continue to favor power and 
privilege for upper class white males, marginalized and/or 
excluded groups might gain more equitable participation. 
4.) How might nontraditional students be supported 
through instruction in critical language activities? 
Most of the girls in my study seemed truly unaware of 
the ways that they were positioned. When such positionings 
were made explicit and talked through in ways challenging 
dyadic choices and prescriptive conceptions of "normal," 
changes in positionings were possible. For example, Paula 
really had never aspired to her dreamed of career teaching 
children; she insisted she would work as a teacher's aide 
(somewhat modeling her mother's cafeteria job at her local 
school) in order to be home for her desired children. 
During one of our many conversations we talked about Paula's 
obvious academic ability and the economic differences 
between teacher's aide and certified teacher. By critically 
looking at the ways she had been positioned both by her 
parents and her schooling, Paula reassessed her career goals 
and earned a full four year scholarship through her computer 
work. Theorists and researchers such as Davies (1993), 
Fairclough (1995), Lanksheer (1993), McLaren (1993), and 
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Walkerdine (1990) identify and explore theories of ways that 
discourses position participants. Through identification 
and exploration of positionings, potential interruptions may 
exist. In order to support nontraditional choices, expanded 
research and practice focused upon ways that subjects are 
positioned is indicated. 
5.) What are student responses and ideologies 
concerning gendered messages in media texts? 
The girls in my study were immersed in media-films, 
computer games, the Internet, soap operas, and myriad arenas 
just touched upon by this study-building accouterments, 
music, pagan artifacts, posters and billboards, retail 
layouts of clothing and other consumer durables, 
arrangements, and interior designs. Many researchers 
(Bryson & De Castell, 1995; Giroux, 1994; Luke, 1996; 
Schultze, et. al, 1991) are beginning to investigate ways 
that popular culture constructs and limits subject 
positionings. Pervasive gendered messages of multiple 
origin positioned girls and women in ways that at times not 
only marginalized, subordinated, and/or excluded girls and 
women, but endangered the health and/or safety of women and 
children. Explicit responses of individuals to such popular 
culture influences evident in magazines, films and 
television, billboards, advertising, computer games, toys 
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and clothes, and the Internet warrant scrutiny. Impacts of 
media texts and their relationships to gendered subject 
positionings both within and outside of schools need to be 
investigated by researchers and educators. 
6.) What are the primary discourses within the 
societally pervasive genre of romance and romance/horror? 
Each of the girls in this study stated a love of 
romance/horror. Some of them read four or five such books 
each week. Simultaneously the girls were trying out 
heterosexual relationships. As previously noted, several of 
the girls were involved with boys displaying violent 
behaviors. Although troubled by such violent behavior in 
the boys they cared about, the girls consistently "waited it 
out," rationalized the boys' bad behavior, and/or just 
accepted such violence as the price of having a boyfriend. 
Although significant research has focused upon women and 
romance (Bordo, 1996; Cherland, 1994; Cherland & Edelsky, 
1993; Christian-Smith, 1993; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; Radway, 
1984; Twitchell, 1985; Willinsky & Hunniford, 1993), the 
prevalence of life-threatening anorexia, domestic abuse, and 
teen pregnancy demand further investigation of 
romance/horror, soap operas, and any other misogynist texts. 
The impacts upon both women and men in this society warrant 
scrutiny. Modifications, respecting all human beings could 
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benefit everyone. Ways that girls and women are positioned 
as expecting, deserving, and even desiring dangerous and 
detrimental participations in their relationships seem an 
immediate research priority. 
Implications for Pedagogy 
The insights of this study include several issues 
directly related to school in general, and at times 
vocational schooling in particular. In this section, I 
discuss the implications of some of the subject positionings 
of working class girls. I follow this discussion with 
pedagogical implications of texts used in schools. Since 
this research highlights several gendered issues around 
contexts of schooling, I next address implications for 
schooling related to unreasonable rules, excessive 
regulation of students and having a predominantly male 
staff. Schooling implications related to lack of relevant, 
student-centered curriculum and its relationship to 
students' boredom, "slacking," and dropping out are then 
discussed. 
Positionings of Working Class Girls Related to Schooling 
The stories of my informants were rarely those of 
privileged children. By listening to their stories 
educators glean a lens on schooling children with serious 
personal problems. As a teacher, I learned that what 
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happens in any class, cannot be paramount to students 
dealing with violence, lack of parenting from loving, 
capable adults, and/or inadequate economic resources. 
Several of the girls' subject positionings included working, 
caring for family members during school hours, and/or being 
responsible for traditionally adult decisions in addition to 
going to school. Such personal subject positionings were at 
times counter to optimum schooling. In order to attend 
school without the burdens of working, too, financial 
support seemed necessary. Social support that allocates 
money is, of course not without problems. From my years of 
work with this population, I know first hand that many 
social service dollars intended to support children end up 
spent on drugs, alcohol, gambling, and cigarettes—not on 
children. 
A number of the girls in this study were positioned as 
adults from very early ages. For various reasons--death of 
parents, illnesses of parents, and dire financial problems— 
several of the girls functioned as responsible, powerful 
adults in their families. At home, these girls made major 
decisions about attending school, parenting young children 
in their families, family spending, substance use, family 
nutrition, and other critical areas usually reserved for 
caring parents. Such positionings of personal power were in 
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direct contradiction to school rules telling them how long 
they might use the restroom, make up their missed work, eat 
lunch, etc. Regulatory practices of the school directly 
impacted the dropping out of Brenda and Melissa. 
Texts of School 
Texts, especially those used within schools, need to be 
scrutinized in ways postulated by feminist poststructuralist 
analysis in studies such as this one. Texts of the "canon" 
supporting patriarchal beliefs and behaviors have 
traditionally "normalized" inequitable gendered 
positionings. My study identifies trade talk that has the 
potential for sexual connotations in both schooling and the 
workplace. Although modification of vocabulary may be 
unrealistic in the work world where technical terms are 
entrenched, the playing field in education, a potential site 
of societal change, needs to be equalized. Since even a 
cursory view of terms related to computer vocabulary yielded 
substantial concern, analysis of texts and connotations of 
vocabulary related to instruction in carpentry, electrical 
work., plumbing, and other fields of the trades seems 
indicated. The girls had few textual invitations to 
equitable participations within their trade; this coupled 
with no women teaching in their trade, left little support 
for their true inclusion. Misogynist games, sexually 
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uses explicit magazine advertisements, and "inappropriate" 
of the Internet do not seem acceptable in a school setting. 
Textual changes within disciplines taught in school are 
critical in ensuring equity of opportunity for both girls 
and boys. 
The following six modifications of commercial texts 
warrant consideration. 
1. ) Since a number of the girls in this study could 
not effectively articulate their own needs and desires, it 
seems that girls need expanded ways to voice their needs and 
care for themselves. Textual models and group discussions 
of ways to stand up for themselves and their rights seem 
justified. 
2. ) The girls in this study rarely veered from reading 
their texts of romance and horror. In the texts the 
majority of the girls in this study loved, girls and women 
were rarely in autonomous positions. Texts of adventure 
(such as Mists of Avalon) for girls and women seem rare. 
More in this genre need to be written and shared. It is not 
enough to just talk about BOYS' adventures and conquests; 
girls need models to help them build their own autonomy. 
3. ) Most of the girls in this study viewed beauty in 
culturally prescriptive ways. Feminine beauty that does not 
impair health and energy needs to be presented and extolled. 
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Feminine diminutiveness sustained by anorexia is supported 
by emaciated characters throughout the culture. 
4. ) Shop discussions and/or modifications of terms and 
vocabulary with sexist and/or sexual connotations in texts 
used in school seem warranted if men and women are to be at 
ease during school time. Generic terms such as "man" and 
"mankind," as well as technical vocabulary with sexual 
overtones need to be modified, especially in instructional 
materials (including computer screens and electronic texts). 
5. ) In ALL textbooks used in school, genuine 
inclusion, rather than facades of inclusion, are critical if 
persons other than white, upper class men are to be 
positioned as authoritative and capable. This would include 
visual images as well as textual ones. 
6. ) The girls cited canonical texts especially those 
such as Charlotte's Web read in their childhood. Perhaps 
most dauntingly, the "canon" needs to be challenged. Far 
too many "appropriate" and "normal" subject positionings are 
learned via texts that are considered inviolable. One 
possible strategy that is immediately available to teachers 
in order to address textual issues might be to have both 
boys and girls analyze and revise some of the texts 
currently prevalent in their lives. In her study Davies 
(1993) found this strategy to be a start in helping young 
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readers and writers to conceptualize alternative gendered 
positionings. 
Another locus of change entails the use of student- 
written text. Texts such as Paula's "If I Grow Up" and 
Melissa's text about potentially being pregnant would offer 
ways to critically discuss what is actually going on and 
dreamed of in real girls' lives. In either small group or 
large group work gender issues, contradictory subject 
positionings, and ways that students are currently 
discoursed might be reflected upon. By identifying 
potentialities that have not been considered, participants 
could "try on" alternative roles and goals. This might 
involve writing, drama, and or group readings. 
Gendered Schooling Contexts 
Curriculum that positions participants on the basis of 
gender seemed invisible to both the students and staff at 
this school. Many students (and some teachers) seemed 
unaware of the ways language positions participants. 
Critical language instruction (Fairclough, 1995; McLaren, 
1993) seems to be one approach to make ideologies of 
language visible, and thus modifiable by both students and 
teachers. One potential educational strategy might be to 
use texts students currently enjoy—from series books (such 
as Stine), films, computer games, and even prints of 
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Internet "chats." A classroom discussion of the segment 
from What Holly Heard where Jed is abusive to Miriam (see 
Chapter V) could put a critical lens on their subject 
positionings in their relationship. Such critical analysis 
is also viable in information texts such as the ethics 
textbook. Interrupting the textual emphasis on Kohlberg 
might have entailed supplementing the Gilligan section with 
outside materials and/or class discussions of ways the two 
models might be framed together rather than as a dyadic 
choice. By making repressive discourses visible, curriculum 
models incorporating such instruction might support girls 
and boys in their personal relationships and 
schooling/career challenges. 
Another venue of institutional change involves the 
girls' isolation in traditionally male shops. The students 
in this school were rarely supported in nontraditional 
participations. Support groups for girls in nontraditional 
careers could provide ways for girls to succeed in 
nontraditional roles and contexts. In addition, it seems 
essential to have actual, as well as textual, female role 
models for both girls and boys in nontraditional 
instructional areas. 
Since the majority of the girls in this study were not 
in career paths that they themselves desired, the results of 
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this study indicate a need for improved career counseling in 
throughout schooling. Adults working with adolescents need 
to actually hear what students' goals are. Students 
themselves need to be active participants in decisions 
around their schooling and career choices. Either overtly 
or covertly forcing students into schooling deemed by adults 
as lucrative or "ways of the future," does adolescents a 
disservice. That is not to say that girls should 
immediately be positioned into the less lucrative, more 
girl-like careers that they may initially state as goals. 
Through dialogues WITH students about more successful career 
goals, they may just decide for themselves to explore more 
lucrative, nontraditional options. Both career paths in 
high school and college frames need to be realistically and 
honestly discussed with students. 
In this study certain aspects of contexts of vocational 
instruction were problematic for girls. One easily modified 
aspect of schooling concerns rigidity of rules and 
regulations. Schools with more flexible frames could invite 
and support student engagement and learning. Excessive 
regulations around personal needs could be easily changed. 
All absences from school are not equal. Investigations of 
legitimate student absences by school officials and offers 
of support rather than dismissal seem warranted for students 
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in serious personal crisis. Assisting parenting teens might 
provide enough support to help them through high school. 
The school in this study was found to be extremely male 
dominant and privileged male participations. Modifications 
of staff and building are critical if all students are to be 
comfortable and invited to participate. Having both male 
and female teachers in each shop is paramount; active 
recruitment of women shop teachers is necessary if girls are 
to be substantively supported in nontraditional pursuits. 
Architectural modifications within school buildings would 
support more equitable participatory structures. Showcasing 
of the contributions of both men and women and professional 
(clean and relatively ordered) organizations of space are 
important. Major pedagogical commitments to diversity are 
paramount in bringing girls and women into fuller 
participations in education and work in the technology and 
the trades. 
In closing, the girls in this study were generally 
bored and disengaged with their schooling. A major 
pedagogical focus of instruction and curriculum seems at the 
core of change; educational frames of top-down instruction 
need to shift. In Tony Burgess's terms, the word for 
teaching is "learning." As in many schools, support for 
student-centered learning is voiced, but not actualized. 
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Disengagement and frustration with school tasks that make 
little or no sense to students need to be addressed. 
Students are often taught in ways that frustrate and bore 
them. Utilizing interesting and relevant (to the students) 
school texts and tasks might alleviate the rampant 
"procedural displays" identified in this study. Boredom and 
"slacking" are two major aspects of schooling that need 
immediate attention if the drop-out rate is to be decreased. 
Chapter Summary 
Each of the strands of this study—the girls' subject 
positionings, related texts, and their schooling contexts— 
can be researched and discussed discretely; it is however, 
the ways that each facet is tightly interwoven in real 
girls' lives and existing contexts of schooling that 
gendered patterns among and across discourses emerge. Such 
discourses have traditionally served to introduce, maintain, 
and reproduce patriarchal beliefs and gendered practices 
that continue to subordinate, marginalize and/or exclude 
girls and women. This view into the worlds of the six girls 
in this study will hopefully contribute to more equitable 









As I have discussed with you, I am working on my 
Doctorate in the Reading and Writing Program in the School 
of Education at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. 
I am gathering data for a study about students' 
educational decisions in the Computer Shop. 
I will be using anthropological methods including 
observations, interviews, and questionnaires to study the 
ways in which students make their schooling decisions. I 
am looking at education as cultural practices which are 
represented in literacy events. 
The study will be predominantly qualitative although 
quantitative data will be included. With your permission 
and with the permission of your students, I would like to 
audiotape and videotape shop activities. As part of my 
study, I would like to photocopy some student products and 
interview you about your shop experiences. The findings in 
this study will be used in my dissertation, professional 
presentations, and in published articles and books. 
In signing this form you are stating that no medical 
treatment will be required by you from the University of 
Massachusetts should any injury result from your 
participation. The names of all participants will be 
changed in any written text to assure your anonymity. You 
are free to withdraw from the study at any time. 
Thank you for your participation in this study. If at 
any time you would like more information or have questions, 
please contact me either at school or at home. 
Sincerely, 
Leslie Shaw 
EDUCATOR PERMISSION FORM: COMPUTER SHOP STUDY 
I consent to participate in this study in the Computer 





1. How do you see students deciding to come to Tech? 
2. How do you see students deciding on the Computer Shop? 
What is your role in this? 
3. How do you help students decide on an area of focus 
(word processing, programming, or repair) in the shop? 
4. What are the uses of Computer games? Feedback on 
specific ones would be great. 
5. How do students use textbooks in shop? Are magazines 
used? 
6. What makes a student successful in shop? on the job? 
7. What are your purposes in shop? in related class? 
8. How do you decide which assignments which students 
should complete? 
9. What impact does the Internet have on shop? 
10. What are the job prospects for students from your shop? 
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